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The 70 Percent Problem in
Transformation

The failure rate for organizational change hasn't moved in thirty years. Al transformation is
now failing the exact same way, for the exact same reasons.

70%

Of organizational change initiatives still fail to hit their stated goals, a rate essentially unchanged for three
decades
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A Number That Refuses to Move

The 70 percent change failure statistic has been cited so often it has become background noise, the
kind of number people nod at without absorbing. That is precisely the problem. Three decades of
new methodologies, new software, and new frameworks have not moved it. Organizations have

gotten better at announcing change and no better at landing it.

Consultants have sold new methodologies against this number for thirty years, agile
transformation, digital transformation, culture transformation, each arriving with the implicit
promise that this framework would finally be the one that closes the gap. None of them have. That
track record is worth sitting with before adopting the next framework on the assumption that this

time will be different simply because the label is new.

What makes this moment different is that the same pattern is now showing up inside Al
transformation specifically, at a scale that is harder to ignore because the investment behind it is so
large. A meta-analysis of enterprise Al initiatives found 33.8 percent abandoned before ever
reaching production, another 28.4 percent reaching production but falling short of expected value,
and 18.1 percent that run in production but never recoup their cost. Combined, roughly four out of

five Al initiatives are not delivering what they were funded to deliver.
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Where Enterprise Al Projects Actually Land
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Where enterprise Al initiatives actually land.

The Numbers at a Glance

Metric Figure Source

Standard change initiatives falling

~70%, unchanged for three decades McKinsey change research
short of goals

Al initiatives abandoned before o Enterprise Al initiative meta-analysis,
. 33.8%
production 2026
Al initiatives reaching production, Enterprise Al initiative meta-analysis,
- 28.4%
missing value 2026

Al initiatives running but never Enterprise Al initiative meta-analysis,

0,
recouping cost 18.1% 2026
Al economic value captured by top 74% PwC Al Performance Study, April
20% of companies ° 2026
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The Change Failure Rate Hasn't Moved
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Source: McKinsey change research; enterprise Al meta-analysis, 2026 (*sum of abandoned, value-shortfall, and cost-shortfall c:

New technology hasn't changed the underlying failure pattern.

The Constraint Was Never the Strategy

Executives rarely fail at picking the right transformation to pursue. Digital transformation, Al
adoption, restructuring, these are usually the correct calls given the competitive landscape. What
breaks is execution capability: the muscle to translate a board-approved strategy into changed
behavior at the level of an individual manager's Tuesday. That muscle does not improve because
the technology changed. It improves because someone built it deliberately, the same way you

would build any other organizational capability.

What Serial Transformers Do Differently

A small group of organizations post markedly better transformation outcomes than the rest, and it
is rarely because they picked easier problems. They treat execution capability as a standing muscle
to be maintained between initiatives, not rebuilt from scratch each time a new one is announced.
The change team, the manager enablement playbook, and the adoption measurement discipline
stay intact and improve across cycles, rather than getting disbanded at the end of one project and

reassembled for the next.
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Two Different Jobs to Do

For the CEO

Resist the urge to treat this round of transformation as fundamentally different because the
technology is new. The failure mode is the same one your organization has seen before: strategy
outpacing the capability to execute it. Fund the execution capability with the same seriousness you

fund the strategy.

For the CHRO

You are the natural owner of the execution gap, whether or not the org chart says so explicitly.
Change capability, manager enablement, and adoption measurement sit closer to your function
than to the technology team leading the rollout. Claim that ownership before the initiative stalls,

not after.

The Real Question

Before approving the next transformation initiative, the more useful question is not whether the
strategy is sound. It almost certainly is. The question is whether the organization has actually built
the capability to execute it, or whether it is about to relearn the same 70 percent lesson under a

new name.
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