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10 ways to lead your organization  
through transformation 

You’d be hard-pressed to find a more fitting backdrop to the 2013 Hay 
Group International Conference than the skyline of Pudong. Home to 
Shanghai’s financial center, its soaring skyscrapers and luxury hotels 
attest to the extraordinary growth the country has seen over the last 
two decades.

But here, as across the globe, business 
leaders are facing what Hay Group’s 
president and CEO, Stephen Kaye, called a 
“perfect storm” of challenges: globalization, 
disruptive technology and changing 
demographics. In this ever-shifting world, 
he told delegates, “Change no longer takes 
place over time, and companies can go 
from the top to the bottom very quickly.”

So how can business leaders ride the 
crest of the wave, not sink to the sea 
bed? The answer, said our speakers, is by 
transforming constantly to reflect the 
external environment. And that means 
thinking and acting differently from before. 

Over the two days of the conference, we 
heard how thinking differently means 
looking for opportunities where you’d 

least expect them, and favoring “ask and 
inspire” over “command and control”. And 
how acting differently means having the 
courage to break what isn’t broken, and 
empowering your customers as well as  
your people. 

But most of all, we heard that leading 
successful transformations means 
understanding that strategies, plans and 
processes don’t drive change – people do. 
And that you can unleash the power of 
your people by building trust, walking the 
talk and telling a great story.

In this paper, we’ve shared 10 stories about 
how you can think and act differently to 
lead successful transformations. 

We hope they’ll help you create your own.

“ Today’s business leaders face unprecedented 
challenges: a perfect storm of globalization, 
disruptive technology and changing demographics”
Stephen Kaye, CEO and president, Hay Group



Failure is always knocking at the  
door of successful organizations –  
one misstep and you’re doomed

Zhou Yun Jie, rotating president, Haier Group
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Think differently

1  Have the foresight to see  
what’s ahead...

In recent years, the buzz in the boardroom 
has been about how to capitalize on the 
opportunities on offer in fast-growing 
economies. But according to Robin Bew, 
managing director and chief economist at the 
Economist Intelligence Unit, that picture’s 
changing – and business leaders need to reflect 
the shift when transforming their organizations.

That means:

n	 	looking for opportunities in less 
obvious places: by 2100, Nigeria will 
have a population of around 700 million 
to China’s 900-950 million. As a result, 
“In the next 20 to 40 years, people in 
your business will have to start taking 
Africa seriously as a consumer center” 
(Robin Bew)

n	 	not letting short-term trends distract 
you from long-term ones: growth may be 
slowing down in fast-growing economies 
and speeding up in mature ones, but 
by 2020, fast-growing markets will be 
collectively bigger in economic terms than 
the US, Europe and Japan

n	 	recognizing what business advisor 
and author Ram Charan calls the 
“unstoppable trends”: things like the 
internet, advanced analytics and big 
data. All the while keeping a watchful 
eye on the huge social, demographic 
and political changes that are constantly 
shaping our world.

Tuning in to the future shouldn’t come at 
the expense of the present, though. As Ram 
Charan puts it, “You need to drive while 
looking ahead.” And that means balancing 
short-term focus with long.

“ With wage growth in China making it more expensive to 
do business there, the old advantages are eroding and 
being replaced by  tremendous consumer demand” 
Robin Bew, managing director and chief  
economist at the Economist Intelligence Unit

As the world will change, so will we. Are we able to 
change in the right way, in an effective way, in mobilizing 
our people more and more? That’s the challenge

Robert Brunck, chairman of the board, CGG



2  ... and the insight to spot  
an opportunity

Effective leaders don’t just observe the way in 
which the world is changing; they spot the 
opportunities created by those changes – and 
grab them with both hands. 

Song Lin, chairman of China Resources 
Company (Holdings) Limited (CRC), 
understands this very well. Back in 2000, 
the state-owned CRC had the foresight to 
predict China’s future as a huge consumer 
market, and the insight to see how its 
business could transform to be ready. Since 
then, the group has expanded successfully 
into the energy sector (CR Gas is the largest 
urban gas supplier in China), as well as other 
consumer sectors, such as retail, bars, food, 
property and pharmaceuticals. 

Not always knowing the industry they’re 
entering hasn’t stopped CRC, either.  
Song Lin admits that when, in 1994, they 
formed CR Snow (a joint venture with SAB 
Miller), they “didn’t understand beer”. Now, 
CR Snow is the biggest brewery in China, 
with a 22 percent market share – and CRC is 
the largest conglomerate in China, employing 
420,000 people. 

According to Ram Charan, the time is ripe for 
businesses to follow in CRC’s footsteps. “The 
economic scenario is very positive,” he says. 
“It’s up to us to take advantage of it.” 

What opportunities can you see for  
your business?

“  In the last 10 years, we’ve launched a satellite in Asia, 
developed a forest in Africa... We’ve tried selling every 
commodity except human beings, and we now have 
a business nearly everywhere” 
Song Lin, chairman, China Resources Company (Holdings) Limited

While you have one eye focused on the next quarter, the other 
is looking at how to build sustainability and a foundation that 
will help you be successful over a long period of time

Atul Khosla, vice president of human resources for Asia Pacific, Mondelēz  International
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3  Think positive and remember  
your dreams

Emirsyah Satar, president and CEO of 
Indonesia’s national airline, Garuda, 
deals with a lot of doubt. But it’s other 
people’s. “People don’t believe Garuda 
will be transformed,” he said. “But a 
transformation is a journey – so you need 
to be very passionate about what you’re 
doing, and have a positive outlook. That 
includes seeing a crisis as another round  
of opportunities you need to capture.”

What’s more, if you aren’t positive, your 
people will pick up on it – however well 
you think you’re hiding your feelings, said 

author and professor Richard Boyatzis, in 
an energizing session which opened with 
delegates dancing to Aretha Franklin. 

“We’re wired to pick up the emotions of 
others in eight to 40 milliseconds,” he 
explained. “And if you’re in a leadership 
position, you’re more contagious.” 

So how do you tap into the positive feelings 
that will inspire others? The key, said 
Richard Boyatzis, is to remember your own 
dreams, and the powerful experiences that 
resonate with you, such as the birth of your 
first child. Then, “You start to glow, and 
infect others with your positive spirit.”

“ If you transfer your positive energy to your people, 
you’ll carry them with you” 
Yu Liang, president, China Vanke Company Limited



4 Know your place 
What united the speakers at our conference 
was diffidence about their place in the 
pecking order of their organizations. They 
may be leaders, but they saw themselves as 
humble servants, not the kings of the castle; 
and phrases like “corporation first”, “the 
greater purpose” and “pursuit beyond profit” 
were heard in rooms across the venue. 

This attitude isn’t born out of false modesty, 
but simply from understanding that success 
will come from putting their people and the 
organization first. And with that comes the 
acceptance that if things go wrong, you may 

be the first casualty. “Strategy’s like a war 
you have to fight, and the organization is the 
army,” said CRC’s Song Lin. “You have to 
try your best to win the war, but it’s beyond 
personal interest – and it takes courage, 
because it means you yourself may die.”

That said, you’re still the leader, so it’s your 
job to have a clear view of what you’re trying 
to do and why. And that means being able to 
answer: Who am I? Why am I in this role? 
For what purpose? 

If you lose sight of that vision, your people 
will too. 

“  You have to live not for yourself, but for your 
employees, clients and a better world” 
Song Lin, chairman, China Resources Company (Holdings) Limited

Effective leaders remind us regularly of the purpose  
of the organization – the reason it exists. And that’s  
not making money. Making money is a measure of  
how well the organization is doing at its purpose

Richard Boyatzis, author and professor
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5  Rethink how often  
– and how fast

Transformation itself has transformed. It’s 
no longer something you do every three to 
five years, but something you do every day. 
And you do it quickly.

This message came through loud and clear 
from our speakers, including Atul Khosla, 
vice president of human resources for 
Asia Pacific, at the food giant Mondelēz 
International. “Transformation means 
constantly challenging yourself, your  
beliefs and your ways of working, and 
taking inefficiencies out of the system 
almost on a daily basis,” he explained. 

Speed is good, too, if it means being nimble 
and agile enough to keep up with your 
customers, said Ram Charan. “Speed is a 
competitive advantage,” he explained, “and 
you’ve got to measure it through the eyes of 
the consumer.” 

Amid all this pulse-raising talk, though,  
Ram Charan also emphasized the importance 
of being methodical, and aiming for 
a “disciplined annual improvement in 
productivity”. And Barry Irvin, executive 
chairman of Bega Cheese, put the case 
for taking time to reflect and dream: “It’ll 
provide the ideas and fuel for growth: your 
own and your organization’s.”

“ Take quick steps – but not too big. That way, if you 
make a mistake, you can change direction easily” 
Frank Wei, Youku president, Youku Tudou Incorporated



To lead change, we need to role-model 
behavior change. I tasked the Board (including 
myself ) to clean the plane – even the toilets – 
to show people that we mean business

Emirsyah Satar, president and CEO, Garuda Indonesia
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Act differently

1  Transform yourself to  
transform others 

Yu Liang, president of China Vanke 
Company Limited, really does walk the talk. 
Having achieved his goal of climbing Everest 
by his 50th birthday, he’s now applying the 
principles behind his personal transformation 
to improve the health of his employees.

The energetic leader of China’s largest 
residential property developer brings 
his people with him by role-modeling 
the change (he invites members of the 
management team to run with him and 
organizes running events) and creating 
the right conditions for change (there are 
shower rooms in every office, and health 
is one of the performance measures in the 
incentive program). The results? “People 

are losing weight, and the business is doing 
well,” he said. 

Yu Liang’s story is a great example of the 
power of “positive emotional attractors” 
(conversations and activities that activate our 
parasympathetic nervous system, making us 
open to new ideas) in bringing about change. 
Richard Boyatzis explained: “You have to 
approach change in a positive way; so not, 
‘You need to lose weight’ – it’s negatively 
framed, which results in a defence response.”

So apart from role-modeling, what can 
leaders do to transform their people? Tap 
into their dreams, said Richard Boyatzis. 
“To get people to change, get them to think 
about what they really want from life – and 
coach them to create the possibility of 
getting to that vision.” 

“ Three years ago, people could have looked at me  
and said, ‘If he can’t manage his weight, how can he 
manage his life?’. It’s the same for CEOs – if you can’t 
transform, how can you expect your people  
or organization to?” 
Yu Liang, president, China Vanke Company Limited



2  Empower your customers 
and your people

Haier, the world’s number one white goods 
brand, had a problem. One of its washing 
machines was using clean water for the rinse 
cycle, which was very wasteful. But the dirty 
water used in the wash cycle wasn’t clean 
enough to rinse with.

Rather than give the problem to its research 
and development team, though, Haier held 

a crowd-sourcing competition. It attracted 
20,000 ideas, which the company narrowed 
down to 14 finalists before picking the 
winner – a way of cleaning the water for 
rinsing during the washing cycle.

This ability to move with the times has 
helped Haier go from, as Zhou Yun Jie puts 
it, “a zero sum game to win-win”. And it 
doesn’t stop with empowering customers: 
employees can put forward new business 
ideas, too. If a suggestion is any good, the 
company will back it, and put the employee 
in charge of their own micro-enterprise.

You can empower people on an individual 
or group level: Ram Charan described 
how an American CEO trusts his board 
members to represent him at site visits, 
and Song Lin talked about how delegating 
decision-making to each business unit 
makes CRC more dynamic.

Either way, empowering someone is an act 
of trust, and trust – both you trusting your 
employees and them trusting you – is vital 
for effective leadership.

“  It isn’t enough to embrace e-commerce – you have to  
change your mindset towards the internet; develop a  
culture that puts users, not products, first” 
Zhou Yun Jie, rotating president, Haier Group
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3  Be brave enough to break  
what isn’t broken (but leave  
your values intact)

It takes one kind of courage to sweep in and 
rescue an ailing organization, but another 
kind entirely to disrupt a successful one. Yet 
that’s what many of the speakers have done 
to stay on top. 

Some, like the global manufacturing 
and distribution group Afri Ventures, 
transformed precisely because of that 
success. The market was good, growth 
was good, but they needed to develop the 
right organizational capability to keep 
on growing. Others, like the privately 
owned enterprises, Porton Fine Chemical 
and Inner Mongolia Tian Long Group, 
transformed to sustain their enviable 
growth: to become stronger, more aligned 
and better equipped to find hidden 
potential. And others transformed to seal 
the success of an earlier program: after a 

successful 18-month transformation (“the 
rebirth of an eagle”), TCL Corporation 
embarked on a new journey – to downsize 
for the next stage of growth.

Courage also helps when you’re pushing 
for transformation that isn’t popular; 
Yoshimasa Takao, executive vice president 
at Sumitomo Chemical Company Limited, 
described how, in the process of proving 
that “it matters to have the right person, 
in the right position”, he met with (and 
overcame) considerable resistance. 

However brave you are about disrupting 
your business model, though, don’t 
disrupt your values. They’re what make 
your organization distinctive, and bind 
your people together. As Greg Solomon, 
managing director of McDonald’s South 
Africa, said: “What’s special about 
McDonald’s? The preservation of our values 
is probably the most significant thing.”

“  When you’re successful, you need a sense of crisis” 
Bo Lian Ming, executive director and chief operating officer,  
TCL Corporation

 I often think of transformation as doing the same  
thing, differently. I don’t think we’re going to change  
the world-famous French Fries, or the Big Mac

Greg Solomon, managing director, McDonald’s South Africa



4 Make alignment your mantra
“Alignment” cropped up in many contexts, 
including the need to align roles to your 
business, align company cultures during 
M&A and align strategy, operations and 
culture. 

What was interesting was how weighted the 
discussions were towards people and culture 
over strategy and operations. “People before 
strategy” was Ram Charan’s advice for Asian 
companies who want to globalize. Song Lin 
spent a long time talking about culture, 
calling it “the very soul of an organization”. 
And Alan Nobbs, of Britain’s state-run 
National Health Service, described how 
transforming the organization’s culture 
(through a large-scale leadership program) 
was the key to tackling falling standards  
of care.

This emphasis makes sense when you hear 
how often M&As fail because the cultures 
haven’t come together. When the global 
consumer electronics company, TCL 
Corporation, used its diamond model to 
analyze why its acquisition of Thomson SA 
didn’t work out, it discovered that the failure 
was down to having focused on the economic 
and political corners of the diamond over the 
cultural one. And when CRC entered the 
retail sector with Vanguard, it failed because 
the two companies couldn’t align culturally. 

That’s why, when geo-science company CGG 
merged with Veritas, they made merging the 
cultures a priority. And as companies that 
want to go global “need to recruit, assimilate 
and integrate people from all over the world 
to gain a competitive advantage” (Ram 
Charan), organizations would do well to 
follow CGG’s lead.

“  As a people business, you need to align – not in a  
command and control way, but by sharing the vision,  
and coming together as rapidly as possible” 
Robert Brunck, chairman of the board, CGG

Transforming organizational culture and leadership capability on 
a mass scale is possible if you create an approach that touches 
all levels of the business in an aligned and interlinked way

Alan Nobbs, senior program lead, NHS Leadership Academy
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5 Tell a simple story
The business world is immensely 
complicated. As a leader, part of your  
role is to bring clarity and simplicity  
to that complexity. 

Both TCL Corporation and CRC developed 
simple models to solve business issues and 
shape strategy. And Ram Charan talked 
about the importance of “putting the laser 
light” on a small number of key decisions. 
But the most important thing you can 
do to lead your organization through 
transformation is tell a simple story. If you 

can turn your vision, and the steps needed 
to make it happen, into a story your people 
can relate to and engage with, you’ll have a 
strong foundation for success. 

We saw some great examples of this skill at 
the conference. From scaling Everest (Yu 
Liang, China Vanke Company Limited), to 
founding a facility for profoundly disabled 
children (Barry Irvin, Bega Cheese), leaders 
used stories, images and metaphors to talk 
about transformation in a very human way.

So, tell a great story: simply, with clarity and 
authenticity. And tell it over and over again. 

“   McDonald’s has 1.8 million employees and one  
rallying cry: Quality, Service, Cleanliness, Value.  
Does your business have one thing?” 
Greg Solomon, managing director, McDonald’s South Africa



The 2013 Hay Group International 
Conference gave delegates a huge amount 
of ideas for how they can think and act 
differently to transform their organizations 
– and themselves – so they’ll thrive now 
and in the future. But among all the big 
ideas was a small, but crucial, one: the 
importance of saying thank you. Barry Irvin 
summed it up well when he said, “It’s very 
important to thank and acknowledge your 

staff in a genuine way. If they see that it’s 
genuine, they’ll support whatever you’re 
trying to achieve.” 

So make all the other changes you need to; 
get your strategy, plans and processes in 
place, and get your people behind a great 
story. But if you really want them to be 
loyal – and stay loyal – say thank you. 

Thank you for taking the time to read this.

It’s the little things that count

“ Effective leaders don’t have a distance around them; 
everything in life is personal. It’s beyond empathy  
– it’s about mutual caring and benevolence” 
Richard Boyatzis, author and professor

The most important thing you can do is get your  
people to commit. Once they commit, they take 
ownership for the change and work really hard for it

Esha Arya, director, JBM Group
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Hay Group is a global management consulting firm that works with 
leaders to transform strategy into reality. We develop talent, organize 
people to be more effective and motivate them to perform at their 
best. Our focus is on making change happen and helping people and 
organizations realize their potential.

We have over 3000 employees working in 87 offices in 49 countries. Our 
insight is supported by robust data from over 125 countries. Our clients 
are from the private, public and not-for-profit sectors, across every major 
industry. For more information please contact your local office through 
www.haygroup.com


