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In the September 2009 BPTrends Update, I proposed that leaders need to develop specific 
business practices in the three key stages of a process improvement project: getting ready, taking 
action, and sustaining change. This applies regardless of the selected method of process 
improvement. My Articles in the September and October Updates dealt with the first two stages, 
and this Article addresses sustaining process change.    

Process improvement projects are essentially projects with a clear beginning and an end. Much 
of the focus on the success of such projects has emphasized the extent to which the originally 
stated goals were met. This assumes that the stated goals were reasonable and achievable in the 
planned timeframe. The fact that only about a third of reengineering projects achieve their stated 
objectives has been repeatedly observed.  Similar statistics have been cited for large, cross-
functional process design projects. This is in line with organizational performance on any large, 
complex projects of any type as was reported by the Economist in June 2005 with respect to 
construction projects. The Standish Group’s “CHAOS” reports provide estimates on the success 
rate of large IT projects which are also in the same range. For example, the 2009 CHAOS report 
estimated that only 32% of IT projects in the survey were delivered on time, on budget and with 
the required features and functions. The point is this: only about a third of large projects succeed 
as these projects invariably involve people from different functional specialties where cross-
functional collaboration is needed (and not attained) for success.  

On the other hand, and largely on an anecdotal basis, 70 to 80 percent of incremental 
improvement projects appear to achieve their stated objectives, which lends some support to the 
recent trend to deploy incremental improvement methods such as the “kaizen” method in Lean 
and the DMAIC method in Six Sigma.  

When it comes to sustaining these gains, the emphasis is on process management practices as 
distinct from project management. Here, we appear to have less clarity on the historical level of 
sustainable performance, but the general sense is that organizations’ track record in sustaining 
the gains from process change is not particularly good.  Executives regularly express frustration 
on the challenges in sustaining the gains from process change. Correspondingly, process 
improvement professionals periodically remark on the need to improve/redesign the same 
process that was addressed just a few years ago.    

Process management success is based on clear ownership and consistent measurement. 
Sustaining the gains from process improvement projects relies upon at least three management 
practices:  

• Assigning explicit accountability for the ongoing performance of the process 

• Continued monitoring of the metrics that matter to both customers and the company 

• Maintaining an infrastructure for continuous improvement   

These management practices can be established and maintained as long as the process 
improvement in question is incremental in nature, small enough that the process is defined totally 
within one department’s boundaries, and the following two key conditions exist. The first condition 
being that the executive or senior manager in charge of the department is inclined to follow and 
maintain the three management practices cited above and the second condition being that there 
is no significant shift or turnover in personnel or major organization change.       

The challenges in sustaining the gains from process improvement are understandably more 
substantive whenever the targeted scope of improvement is significant and the process in 
question crosses several department boundaries. In this case the assignment of explicit 
accountability for the performance of the process is far from automatic. In some instances, the 
original sponsor of the project evolves into the role of the process owner or steward and 
assumes responsibility for the ongoing monitoring of process performance and searching for 
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ways to continuously improve the process. In other cases, an informed CEO or COO will appoint 
a senior manager with the explicit accountability for the ongoing performance of a process. 
Granted this is fairly rarely observed. The point being that in the absence of such explicit 
accountability for process performance, most frequently in the form of a named process owner, 
there is low likelihood of being able to sustain the gains from a significant process improvement 
effort. There are several models for process ownership, as outlined by Ramias and Wilkins in 
recent issues of BPTrends, however a standardized approach to assigning accountability for 
process performance has yet to evolve. 

Even given the clear assignment of accountability for process performance, the likelihood of 
being able to sustain the gains from a significant process improvement effort is related to the 
process owner’s ability to form a standing part-time team of people to monitor process 
performance and search for ways to continuously improve the process. Massive changes in 
organization structure and shifting priorities are two events that can derail the sustainment of 
process change even when robust process ownership is in place. The relative lack of success in 
sustaining process change may be part of the reason that organizations drift from one method of 
process improvement to another over time.  

Technology enabled process change or BPM is one method of process improvement that offers 
the promise of better results in terms of sustaining process change. This is simply because 
process changes are encased in the organization’s information systems and become the way that 
work is done. Yet the jury is still out on the track record for BPM to sustain such changes.   

In order to optimize and sustain business process improvements it’s essential that organizations  
overlay some form of governance that creates the right structures, metrics, roles and 
responsibilities to measure, improve and manage the performance of a firm’s end-to-end 
business processes.    

While most firms are becoming increasingly adept at executing improvements to their operations 
in projects of small scope, many firms continue to struggle when it comes to executing and 
sustaining projects of larger scope requiring broad cross-functional collaboration. There are at 
least three reasons why companies struggle in sustaining process changes from large process 
improvement projects: 

• Lack of a robust framework. There is a deficit of information on precisely how to govern 
process performance for sustainability. 

• Lack of codification of management practices. While the tactical aspects of improving 
processes have been codified, the leadership behaviors needed for sustaining process 
change have not. 

• Resistance to change. Many companies continue to be organized along traditional 
departmental lines and traditional financial metrics continue to dominate executive 
thinking and behavior.  There is resistance to the subtle changes in measurement and 
management practices that are needed to sustain improvements to process performance.  

Models, metrics, and management accountability for end-to-end process performance are a few 
of the critical success factors in sustaining process change. While there is no shortage of 
guidance on why companies should increase their focus on improving business processes and 
generally what they should do, there is less guidance on precisely how to sustain it. Accordingly, 
the following fundamental principles for sustaining process change apply: 

• A high level process model must be developed and it should explicitly address the need 
for cross-functional collaboration and management accountability for the firm’s end-to-
end business processes  

• Process performance must be monitored by the leadership team on a regular basis from 
both the customer’s and the company’s point of view  

• The leadership team must put the right enablers in place in terms of recognition and 
reward systems 
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• Leadership needs to act in concert such that Information Technology can fulfill its 
promise as a powerful catalyst 

Sustaining process change requires far more leadership discipline than any one-time 
improvement to a business process, regardless of scope. Therefore, a fundamental shift in 
culture and management practice is involved and perhaps that is why only a small percent of 
companies have succeeded to date in this respect. 
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