arpero’

Expertise that counts.

The missing middle in transformation

Why client capability is the new success factor

Arpero

The uncomfortable pattern

Every major transformation begins with promise.

The strategy is sound. The technology is proven. The steering committee meets regularly. The
consultants are world-class. Everyone is committed.

Yet somewhere between months six and twelve, something shifts.

Energy moves from engaging the organisation to discussions within the programme team. Key
players struggle to balance conflicting priorities. Consultants begin drafting steering papers.
Internal teams start reviewing rather than directing. Decisions take longer. Knowledge lives in
vendor documents, not in people. And despite everyone's best intentions, control quietly slips
away.

This isn't failure; it's structural gravity. And it's happening across every sector we work in.

The capability gap everyone overlooks

When major transformations stall, it's rarely because the consulting partner underdelivered.

Big 4 firms and systems integrators bring enormous strengths: discipline, technical depth, and
repeatable delivery models that few organisations could replicate on their own.

They do what they were hired to do. The problem lies elsewhere.

Their success assumes one crucial condition: that the client has the internal muscle to steer,
absorb, and sustain the change once it starts moving.

Too often, that assumption fails. Transformation teams are stretched thin, leadership attention is
divided, and internal capability erodes just when it's needed most.

What's missing isn't more consulting horsepower; it's what we call client-side transformation
capability: the in-house ability to own, direct, and embed transformation while working alongside
large external partners.
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Without it, even the best programmes drift. Control slides subtly from internal leaders to external
teams; decision-making slows; and knowledge accumulates in vendor slide decks instead of
people's heads.

As one CFO told us: "We hired the best. We followed the playbook. But by month twelve, they
were running the programme, and we were just trying to keep up."

The four dimensions of client capability

Strong client-side capability isn't about having more people or bigger budgets. It's a composite
of four distinct disciplines that determine whether transformation delivers lasting value:

1. Governance mastery

Not governance as bureaucracy, but governance as enablement. This means:

« Crystal-clear decision rights at every level
» Transparent accountability that everyone understands
» Confidence to challenge suppliers constructively

» Truth that travels fast, not filtered through vendor spin

When governance is weak, consultants fill the vacuum, not out of malice but out of necessity.
Strong governance doesn't slow things down; it accelerates progress by eliminating ambiguity.

2. Behavioural fluency

Understanding how people actually adopt new ways of working. The 70-20-10 model, from the
Center for Creative Leadership's research on how managers develop, offers a rough rule: about
70% of learning comes from experience on the job, 20% from other people, and 10% from formal
training.

Yet many transformations spend most of their energy on that formal tenth. They obsess over
system configurations and training attendance while overlooking the behavioural shifts that
determine whether change sticks.

Organisations with behavioural fluency don't just measure training completion; they measure
decision velocity, ownership language, and cultural momentum. They recognise that go-live is
not adoption; it's the starting line.

3. Capability transfer

The ability to turn every programme into a learning engine that builds internal strength rather
than external dependency.

This isn't about documentation or final "knowledge transfer" sessions. It's about embedding
learning into delivery from day one, through shadowing, co-delivery, and progressively handing
over responsibility to internal teams.

The test is simple: what capability remains six months after the consultants leave? If the answer
is "not much," dependency was built, not capability.
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4. Ecosystem orchestration

The skill of aligning multiple internal stakeholders and external partners (consultants, vendors,
and integrators) under a single rhythm and shared ownership model.

Most large transformations span multiple functions within the organisation and involve multiple
vendors with different methodologies, reporting structures, and incentives. Without strong
orchestration from the client, these parties optimise for their own success rather than the
transformation outcomes.

Strong orchestration doesn't mean micromanagement. It means creating a collaborative
environment where external excellence can flourish while the client maintains strategic control.

The pattern hiding in plain sight

Across the CFOs, ClOs, and transformation directors we work with in Europe and North America,
a consistent pattern emerges:

Programmes led by clients with strong internal capability keep more of the benefits they set out
to deliver than those relying solely on external horsepower.

This isn't about vendor quality. We see this pattern regardless of whether the consulting partner
is Big 4, tier-two, or boutique. The differentiator is client-side strength.

Three observable markers set these programmes apart:
« Decision ownership: Internal teams make strategic calls; consultants provide options and

analysis.

« Knowledge location: Critical programme knowledge lives in people, not just vendor
documentation.

« Governance rhythm: Steering committees drive decisions, not just review status updates.

When these markers are absent, governance drift follows: a gradual but measurable shift where
consultants become decision-makers and internal teams become spectators.

The path forward

Transformations start with vision, momentum, and belief that change will unlock new potential.
But sustaining that promise requires more than the right strategy or partner; it requires the
internal capability to steer through complexity once the real work begins.

Organisations are beginning to recognise that transformation cannot be outsourced. Boards want
to see capability built, not just solutions delivered. Executives want confidence that progress will
continue long after the consultants have gone.

Client-side capability is the missing discipline that makes transformation durable. It allows
external expertise to land effectively and ensures that ownership, knowledge, and control stay
where they belong, inside the organisation.
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The true measure of success is not how impressive the launch looks, but how strong the
organisation becomes in the process.

Because transformation's promise isn't fulfilled at go-live.

It's fulfilled when the organisation can carry it forward on its own.

www.arperotools.com/articles/the-missing-middle/ - Questions: info@arpero.co.uk
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