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FOREWORD

If there is one thing we have learnt from this year’s report, it is this: in today’s 
volatile, uncertain, complex and ambiguous (VUCA) world, it is not unusual 
for leaders and companies to reinvent themselves. The pandemic accelerated 
change processes whose effects we are feeling to this day. But transformation is 
not something that has a fixed beginning and end. It has become a fundamental 
requirement of doing business.

What is less clear is how and where leaders can intervene to ensure that this 
on-going transformation is successful and creates value. Our latest Leading 
Transformation Report shows how leaders can approach the complex challenges 
of 2021, and which leadership patterns are standing out. Join us to discuss the 
results and develop them further, together.

 
Yours sincerely

Boyden 
Futureworks 
Information Factory 
Küng Strategy Consulting





METHODOLOGY

A total of 360 personally addressed leaders filled out the online survey for the 
2021 Leading Transformation Report between June 7th and July 21st 2021.  
The participants represent a cross-section of Swiss companies of different sizes, 
and come from various sectors and markets. Alongside multiple-choice questions, 
the survey also included open questions that allowed respondents to share their 
personal experiences.

Senior management

Role

Employee

2 %5 %

Board member 

Middle management

46 %
47 %

< 100 employees

Company size

> 10,000 employees

< 10,000 employees

< 1,000 employees

30 %
26 %

24 %20 %



The study aimed to enable leaders to contribute with their perspectives,  
in order to enrich the discussion around the future. The report serves as 
inspiration, allowing leaders to constructively assess their own 
experiences and create better solutions to future tasks and challenges.

The Leading Transformation Report is produced annually.

Country

Other

Switzerland

9 %

91 %

Female

Gender

1 %

Male

Other

82 %

17 %



FROM EXTRAORDINARY 
MEASURES TO  
EVERYDAY PRACTICE
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The COVID-19 pandemic has brought transfor-
mation to all of us. The lockdowns that began in 
March 2020 left virtually no business untouched, 
as companies throughout the economy had to 
adjust to a whole new reality. Transformation is no 
longer something extraordinary. It has become an 
accepted process, through which companies are 
constantly optimising and readjusting to a volatile 
and complex environment.

It falls to leaders to plot a path forward. Our  
research shows that they are changing not only 
dimensions of their businesses, but also the  
way they lead.
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NOTHING STAYS  
THE SAME

88% of participants responded with yes when 
asked whether their business was planning or  
undergoing a transformation process, or had 
recently completed one. We find it particularly 
interesting that the remaining 12% who responded, 
emphasised that they see transformation as  
a permanent process, rather than a project that  
can be completed.

“We are constantly  
in a state of transformation.  
It is a continuous process.”

“We have to question  
everything.”
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MEASURING SUCCESS –  
MORE THAN JUST THE  
BOTTOM LINE

It is perhaps unsurprising that the majority of the 
participating leaders, regardless of company size, 
indicated profitability (62%) and growth (53%)  
as the primary goals of transformation. These are  
the accepted metrics by which the performance  
of both companies and leaders are judged. 

But the survey also clearly shows that hard, quan-
titative factors are not everything when it comes to 
transformation. An increasingly important factor 
for all stakeholders is the company’s attractiveness, 
above all for employees (45%).

The three most important transformation goals 
Multiple answers possible

62 %

1 2 3

53 % 45 %

Profitability Growth Employer  
attractiveness
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EMPLOYEES ARE JUST AS  
IMPORTANT AS CUSTOMERS

Most respondents (84%) listed customers as the 
most important stakeholders to whom the business 
should become more attractive after transforma-
tion. A virtually identical proportion (82%)  
answered that the company should also become 

more attractive to its employees. It is no longer 
about choosing one or the other. Companies  
recognise the need to create value for both em-
ployees and customers.

0 %
10 %

50 %

30 %

70 %

20 %

60 %

40 %

80 %
90 %

100 %

A

84 %

B

82 %

C

74%

D

65 %

To which stakeholders will your company become  
more attractive after transformation? 
Multiple answers possible

A	Customers
B	 Employees

C	Owners
D	Society and the environment
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STRATEGIC POSITIONING, CULTURE  
AND LEADERSHIP CONTINUE TO  
GAIN IN IMPORTANCE

Our 2020 survey showed that changes often follow 
certain patterns. That is why this year, we wanted 
to know where leaders were focusing their efforts. 

Interestingly, no clear pattern appeared. Transfor-
mation initiatives are launched simultaneously on 
several levels.

Which areas does transformation cover in your business? 
Multiple answers possible

69 % 
Culture and  
leadership

64 % 
New technologies

56 % 
Skills and  

capabilities

64 % 
Organisational  

processes

46 % 
Structural  

organisation

67 % 
Products and  

services

50 % 
Customer  

segments and 
markets

48 % 
Business  
model

65 % 
Strategic  

positioning

6 % 
Other
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BIG COMPANIES HAVE  
MOST TO ACHIEVE

When we compare the answers according to 
company size, the differences in terms of business 
model, customer segments and markets, products 
and services, and skills and capabilities are rela-
tively small. This means that small and large com-
panies alike are equally prepared to make changes 
in these areas.

When it comes to strategic positioning and culture 
and leadership, however, it is a completely differ-
ent picture. Large companies are much more active 
in these areas than their smaller counterparts. 
This suggests that although companies of all sizes 
recognise the need for change here, making this 
change happen seems more complex for large 
businesses.
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When asked about the level of progress in the 
transformation process, respondents indicated that 
they were least satisfied in the areas of process or-
ganisation and culture and leadership. This corre-
lates with the need for action that respondents see 
in these areas. Dissatisfaction with the status quo is 
a clear driver of transformation projects.

But it is not the only one. For the factors customer 
segments and markets, products and services, and 
strategic positioning, leaders also see a need for 
action even though they are satisfied or very satis-
fied with the status quo.

This shows that transformation processes are also 
motivated by the desire to proactively initiate posi-
tive developments. From here, one transformation 

inspires another. Optimising process organisation, 
for example, can also be seen as a way to boost in-
creasingly important employer attractiveness. Effec-
tive processes are an important qualitative element 
that can make a real difference when it comes to 
gaining or retaining highly qualified staff.

TRANSFORMATION MEANS  
PROACTIVELY ENGAGING  
WITH THE FUTURE



PATTERNS THAT 
INFLUENCED THE  
SUCCESS OF  
TRANSFORMATION  
IN 2021
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Transformation is not a one-off process, in which 
companies follow a fixed plan to reach a perfect 
target state. Instead, it is a constant process of  
optimising the interplay of all elements involved,  
in order to create an attractive future.

Even if there is no master plan for successful  
transformation in the respective areas, 2021  
has shown specific patterns that can effectively  
steer transformation.
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MOTIVATION THROUGH  
PURPOSE-DRIVEN PRINCIPLES  
AND SHARED VALUES

The larger a company’s size, the more difficult it 
is for employees to meaningfully recognise the 
impact of their individual actions. A purpose- 
driven principle and shared values are becoming 
a decisive and intrinsic motivating factor. A good 
example of this is the street cleaner at Cape  
Canaveral who, when asked what he was  
doing by the American president, responded:  
“We are sending a man to the moon.”

Respondents named a shared value system (20%), 
qualified and loyal employees (17%) and the  
business model (11%) as the most important assets 

on the path to the future. The importance of shared 
values can also be seen in the fact that culture and 
leadership was named as the most important area 
of action in 2021 (see page 11).

“The most important thing: 
shared values. They create a 

stable focus, regardless  
of temporary trends and  

setbacks.”

“When it comes down  
to it, we know we can rely 

on each other.”

“Cultural aspects drive  
innovation.”
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Top 3 Leading Transformation Skills 2021 
Multiple answers possible

19 % 
Patience

58 %
Sending consistent  

messages
61 % 

Creating  
trust

61 %
Exuding confidence  

in the vision

25 % 
Empathy

36 %
Open  

mindset

3 % 
Other

REGULARLY CHECKING IN:  
WHERE ARE WE AND WHERE  
ARE WE GOING?

Achieving a goal is easy when it is right in front 
of you. Finding your way in a volatile, uncertain, 
complex and ambivalent environment is much 
more difficult. In situations like this, knowing where 
you are and which direction to go is often more 
helpful than understanding the end goal. It is a bit 
like a sailor using a compass. Despite rough seas 
and the curvature of the earth, it shows the way to 
a destination that is out of sight.

This is reflected in the importance of strategic 
positioning on the market as one of the main areas 
for action in 2021. This, despite the fact that satis-
faction is highest here compared to all other areas 
(see page 11). Companies continue to optimise this 
dimension due to the way that strategic positioning 
acts as a kind of compass for everything else.

An important part of this is making sure that the 
current reference point is known and understood. 
In other words, it is a co-creative process. Regular 
exchange and discussion is vital. This is also the 
most frequently mentioned contributing factor to 
successful customer relations. 

“The key ingredient for  
success is intense  

collaboration with customers 
at all levels.”

“We have invested more 
time in customer relations.”
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PUTTING MEASURABLE  
RESULTS INTO  
ACTION QUICKLY

By correcting course quickly, companies will  
ultimately reach their goal sooner, since adjustment 
towards the intended course will be faster.

Intermediate steps with quickly measurable  
results are more important than large, disruptive 
and time-intensive changes in direction. When  
it comes to measuring the success of these  
intermediate results, leaders appointed above all  
achieving milestones (74%), measuring clearly 
defined KPIs (61%) and customer feedback (60%).

The time horizon in which companies expect  
measurable results is becoming increasingly short. 
The ambitious tempo at which managers are  
implementing transformation projects in 2021 is 
characterised by a focus on fast action, greater 
agility and increased frequency.

How do you measure success in your transformation process? 
Multiple answers possible

60 % 
Customer  
feedback

 61 % 
KPIs

74 % 
Achieving 
milestones

55 % 
Self-assessment2 % 

Other KPIs2 % 
Direction, tempo  

and effect





22

SUMMARY: SHORT-TERM SURVIVAL  
MODE IS GIVING WAY TO SECURING  
LONG-TERM SUCCESS

In 2020, leaders focused almost exclusively on 
restoring value-creation chains and productivity.  
In 2021, we can see that transformation has  
developed from pandemic-driven disruption to 
everyday business practice. Leaders see transfor-
mation as the way to secure success. 

The patterns with which companies are success-
fully steering transformation today have changed 
accordingly. 2021 is about:

– Shared values
– �Regular check-ins
– �Quick, measurable results

We would like to say a big thank you to all  
participants for sharing their thoughts and  
experiences with us so openly. We would also  
like to thank the project team who made this  
report possible.





SCIENTIFIC  
PERSPECTIVE
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LEADERSHIP IN TRANSFORMATION –  
MAKING SENSE OF IT ALL

By Peter Stücheli-Herlach*

* �Professor Peter Stücheli-Herlach is Professor of Organisational Communication at the Zurich 
University of Applied Sciences (ZHAW). Together with François Cooren, he recently published 
the Handbook of Management Communication (2021, Mouton de Gruyter, with contributions 
from 54 writers from 14 countries across 4 continents).

Leadership is about actively shaping the future. It means leading the way and 
taking a company forward. The required expertise changes just like the coordi-
nate systems used to determine success. This is because customers, employees, 
technologies, processes and surrounding conditions are constantly changing too.

This report serves to shine a light on how this affects the Swiss economy. Over 
300 leaders responded to our request to share their experiences. Their answers 
paint a picture of leadership that calls for a more detailed interpretation. 

When we look at managerial practice, we see that it is here where change is 
taking place. This change reflects the trial-and-error nature of management today.

It has long been impossible to truly analyse today’s business environment without 
mentioning VUCA. Whether in person or online, the need to restructure hie-
rarchies in digitalised network organisations is the hot topic of every after-work 
drinks session.

It is this environment in which leadership needs to find its sense of direction. It 
must show the way to creating value in a VUCA world. The situation illustrated by 
this report shows how this can be done successfully in everyday business life.

First: good decision-making requires good communication. And second: effec-
tive strategy work always interferes in everyday business and cannot be justified 
through theory alone. This can be seen in the three areas in which leadership 
must prove itself.
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LEADERSHIP IN  
CONTEXT – A MATTER  
OF RELATIONSHIPS

LEADERSHIP IN  
BUSINESS – A MATTER  
OF STRATEGIC PRACTICE

Change is all about taking decisions, but also about changing decisions for  
the greater good. Bringing about the necessary change is always a matter of  
sustainable, and therefore changeable, relationships. Leadership means  
managing relationships and requires collaboration with stakeholders. The  
responses from the surveyed leaders confirm this. The necessary changes do 
not just concern processes and technology, but also positioning and corporate 
culture. Meaningful change is impossible without constant and honest discussion 
with stakeholders. Without good communication, companies will be unable to 
even decide to bring about change in the first place.

The people who are best placed to show the path to success are those who show 
what success looks like. Leadership is about proving that what is necessary is 
also achievable. The answers of our respondents show that it is not just profita-
bility and growth that are worth striving for. They show the equal importance of 
maintaining attractiveness as an employer. Strategy work is not about promising 
success, but rather working towards and achieving it together.
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LEADING PEOPLE IN  
MARKETS – CHOOSING  
THE NEXT MOVE

LEADERSHIP IN  
BUSINESS – A MATTER  
OF STRATEGIC PRACTICE

The strategic practice of change is always something real. It is something that  
can be experienced, communicated and learned. In order to take the next move, 
one first needs to see it. Leadership is about shaping the corresponding actions. 
This is how leaders highlight the need for proactivity and emphasise the impor-
tance of values that remain solid as situations change. Leadership strikes out 
through initiatives that can be clearly explained.

This report is yet more confirmation of how effective leadership is a matter of 
successful communication.



FURTHER QUESTIONS  
FOR REFLECTION
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1.	� Who helps you to regularly question your  
strategic assumptions?

2.	� What gives you the conviction and  
confidence that you are on the right path?

3.	� Who do you listen to? And why?

4.	� What effect is digitalisation having on your 
processes and business model?



5.	� How do processes influence your  
attractiveness as an employer?

6.	� Can you handle complexity or do  
you try to avoid it?

7.	� How do you discover the questions  
that your customers and employees are  
asking themselves?

8.	�� Are you constantly making sure that  
your business provides satisfactory  
answers to these questions?

9.	�� How often do you speak with your  
customers and employees?

10.	� Is experience in transformation a  
must-have for leadership?

11.	�� Which leading indicators best  
complement your financial metrics?

12.	�� How can you improve the collaboration  
of key resources through transformation?





THE FOLLOWING COMPANIES  
WERE INVOLVED IN THE CREATION  
OF THIS REPORT

Boyden Global Executive Search 
Boyden is a leading global consultancy firm in the areas of executive search and 
leadership consulting, with over 65 offices in more than 40 countries. With our 
offices in Zürich and Geneva, we fill executive positions on managerial boards at 
leading Swiss companies, with whom we have maintained a successful partner-
ship for many years.

Futureworks 
Futureworks is a Creative Consultancy. We support successful companies  
in staying successful. To do this, we empower them to take the perspective  
of their customers. This translates into  valuable offerings, a growing number  
of delighted customers and a more profitable business. Futureworks – from  
Customer Insight to Business Impact.

Information Factory 
Turning data into business value
Management consulting and custom IT solutions from Zürich. As a strategic part-
ner for digital transformation, we help companies exploit the full potential of data 
and processes. This enables them to improve their core business or establish a 
whole new business model. 

Küng Strategy Consulting  
Successful business people follow their goals and ensure profitable growth. So-
metimes, they require honest discussion with a skilled, experienced and ambiti-
ous partner. Gebi Küng has been that partner for 15 years.

ZHAW
Zurich School of Applied Linguistics, Institute of Applied Media Studies,
Organizational Communication and the Public Sphere




