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Foreword

I first met Martin Kearns in 2008, when he mentored me through the process of becoming a Certified Scrum Coach with the Scrum Alliance. We had never been in the same room, but within weeks of working together online, we discovered something uncommon: our minds are profoundly complementary. Where I am analytical and fast, Martin is deliberate and deep. Where I build conceptual frameworks, Martin fills them with stories from the trenches. Where I see systems, Martin sees humans — and then figures out how the systems should serve them.

That complementarity became the foundation of a friendship that has survived intercontinental flights, late-night hotel conversations after long consulting days, a week of cooking together with our families in Melbourne over Christmas, and the singular challenge of co-authoring a book.

In 2012, we wrote Agile Transition together for InfoQ. I'll be honest: working with Martin on that book was like herding a hundred cats, except it was just Martin. His contributions arrived in the wrong places, in the wrong order, at the wrong time — and every single one of them was worth integrating. He is a fountain of ideas that emerge unstructured and seemingly unrelated, and my job was to conceptualise and link them into something a reader could follow. Then Martin would take that structure and bring it to life with the practical, pragmatic texture of his own experience. The result was always better than either of us could have produced alone.

That pattern hasn't changed in fourteen years. What has changed is how we do it. When I finally built AIRIA, the framework behind the book AI-writing process, something that could support structured thinking at scale, I called Martin. I knew he had a book in him. He had been talking about it for years, I knew I could help create something great. Not because he lacks the intellect or the material, but because Martin is severely dyslexic, and the act of turning his thinking into structured written language is genuinely painful for him. What takes most people an afternoon takes Martin days. What most people find in a paragraph, Martin finds in a whiteboard sketch, a conversation, or a pattern he noticed three clients ago.

That gift, though, is precisely what makes this book worth reading. Because Martin cannot rely on words the way most consultants do, he has developed something far more valuable: the ability to see what's actually happening in an organisation, not what the slide deck says is happening. He pays attention differently. He reads rooms instead of reports. He draws instead of documents. He sits with teams and rolls up his sleeves rather than presenting from a podium. I have watched him walk into a boardroom and challenge a CEO with the same directness he would use with a delivery team, then turn an awkward moment into either laughter or a genuinely mindful reflection — sometimes both. He is almost fearless in these situations, occasionally to the point of embarrassment, but his self-irony and self-awareness consistently turn what could be disaster into trust.

Martin and I share a deep conviction about how organisations should work: processes and structures are tools for transparency and clarity, not cages to control behaviour. They exist to help people make better and more consistent decisions, not to replace the need for thinking. You will find that philosophy on every page of this book. The PEARL framework isn't a theory invented in isolation. It is the result of years of observing what actually works when organisations try to change. It evolved through practice, not design.

Writing this book made Martin a better consultant, and I believe reading it will make you a better leader.

The book you hold began as Martin's usual beautiful mess of insights, anecdotes, and hard-won lessons. Marion guided him through the editorial process with patience and precision. The AIRIA system provided the structure, memory, and consistency that Martin's brilliant but scattered thinking needed. And Martin did what Martin always does: he brought the humanity, the courage, and the stories that no system can generate.

If you're a leader who has tried these frameworks and seen them all quietly die, this book was written for you by someone who sold you at least one of them and then had the honesty to ask why it failed.

Read it. Use it. And when you find yourself drawing on a whiteboard instead of writing another strategy document, you will know Martin got through to you.

Andrea Tomasini Co-founder, agile42, AIRIA Systems, my-book.ai

Berlin, April 2026




Prologue:
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My worst consulting disaster began with a $200,000 PowerPoint deck, and ended with a team mutiny. What better place to begin?...

The $200,000 Disaster Story

Let me take you back to 2018. I was working with a major Australian financial services company (one of those organisations where everyone wears expensive suits and speaks in acronyms). They had engaged my consultancy to "transform their delivery capability", using what we called our "Adaptive Operating Model".

Our PowerPoint deck was a thing of beauty: 67 slides of glossy methodology, complete with maturity frameworks, transformation roadmaps, and enough buzzwords to choke a management consultant. We had ‘Squad Models’ inspired by Spotify, ‘Scaled Agile’ implementations that would make any consultancy proud, and a change-management approach that referenced every guru from Kotter to Kegan.

The senior leadership team was buzzing. The Chief Operations Officer (COO) loved the visual appeal. The Chief Technology Officer (CTO) saw dollar signs in efficiency improvements. Even the Human Resources (HR) director, normally the most sceptical person in the room, was nodding along enthusiastically.

"Finally, someone has brought a playbook that addresses all my concerns", the COO declared in our kick-off meeting, glancing meaningfully at the rest of the leadership team.

I should have been suspicious when it sounded too good to be true, but I had been caught up in the wave of excitement. The methodology looked comprehensive, and I had put a lot of effort into making it shine. The client was engaged. The contract was signed. What could go wrong?

Everything, as it turned out.

Enter Mr. Grumpy

Three weeks into the engagement, I met someone who would become my greatest teacher: we will call him Mr. Grumpy. He was a product manager who had been with the company for fifteen years, had seen every transformation initiative come and go, and possessed the kind of institutional memory that put the company's mainframe to shame.

During our first ‘Squad formation workshop’ (yes, that was actually what we called it), Mr. Grumpy raised his hand:

"Martin", he said, with the patience of a parent teaching astrophysics to a toddler, "this looks remarkably similar to the Big Four Agility framework we tried in 2016, XYZ Consultancy's super safe model from 2014, and that internal initiative from 2012 that we called 'Delivery Excellence'. What makes this one different?" His tone suggested he already knew the answer, and it wasn't going to be good news for my beautiful methodology.

I launched into my prepared spiel about my extensive research and analyses of past methodologies in adaptive operating models and continuous improvement. Mr. Grumpy listened politely, then asked the question that should have stopped me in my tracks:

"Who's accountable if this does not work?"

I fumbled through an answer about shared responsibility and iterative improvement. Mr. Grumpy nodded, made a note, and said nothing more for the rest of the session.

In retrospect, I should have listened more intently to that question, and most importantly, taken note of his silence after my less than confident answer. Those six words contained everything I needed to know about why the engagement was already failing, but I was totally oblivious at that moment. That question — about accountability — would later become one of the five symptoms I now call ‘Framework Failure Syndrome’: the Accountability Vacuum, where nobody owns the business outcomes, just the process adherence. You will meet that pattern again in Chapter 1, along with the four other symptoms that reliably predict when a transformation is heading for the graveyard.

The Beautiful Unravelling

For the next two months, our transformation proceeded beautifully (on paper). As prescribed in our wonderful PowerPoint deck, we held workshops, we created squad structures, we implemented ceremonies and practices, we built dashboards that showed impressive velocity improvements, and we monitored team sentiment and enjoyment in the process.

The PowerPoint updates to senior leadership were inspiring. Green lights everywhere. Metrics trending upward. Cultural change indicators showing positive momentum.

Meanwhile, Mr. Grumpy kept asking uncomfortable questions:


	"What happens when your sponsor gets promoted and moves on?"

	"Who owns the budget for these cross-functional teams?"

	"How does this connect to our existing governance structures?"

	"What specific problem are we solving that we couldn't solve before?"


Then came the killer question that would proceed to haunt me in my sleep, "Can you draw me the value chain that this operating model is supposed to improve?"

Mr. Grumpy was getting to the heart of the matter.

I couldn't. Well, not clearly, or in a way that could connect our beautiful framework to actual business outcomes. Our methodology was a solution in search of a problem, implemented by consultants who understood the theory, but had never run a business.

Every one of Mr. Grumpy's questions pointed to something I would only understand years later: effective transformation honours existing capability while enabling systematic improvement. It does not arrive on 67 slides and declare ‘Here is how you should work now’. It begins by understanding how work actually happens, with real constraints and real people, and builds from there. That insight would eventually become the foundation of everything you will read in this book.

The Point of No Return

Four months into the engagement, our executive sponsor (the enthusiastic COO who had originally championed us) was headhunted by another organisation that offered a more impressive package. His replacement, a pragmatic CFO type, took one look at our progress reports and asked a single devastating question:

"Why exactly are we paying $200,000 to achieve something we could do ourselves?"

That’s when the beautiful unravelling accelerated. The new sponsor wanted measurable business outcomes, not transformation theatre. The middle management layer, who had been politely participating in our workshops, got on the bandwagon and openly began to question the value. Mr. Grumpy, who had been taking careful notes for four months, presented a detailed analysis of why our approach was fundamentally flawed.

"You have built a change management process", he explained to the leadership team, "But you haven't addressed the underlying operating model that created our problems in the first place. The framework assumes problems that don't exist in this organisation, and hasn't adapted to my feedback and critique of the actual constraints we face."

The team mutiny wasn't dramatic (no shouting matches or walkouts). It was worse: polite, professional disengagement. People stopped attending workshops. Middle managers began to schedule ‘urgent priorities’ during our sessions. Our work's importance became diluted. There were more no-shows than attendees at meetings; more competing priorities replaced interest in championing change.

Newly formed teams spent far more time in storming phases, as the product owners had to absorb the duties that had been lost when team structures changed. Product owners complained about being exhausted from the additional workload.

The organisation's response? Deploy product managers to manage the overwhelmed product owners. And so, the cycle began again; now with even more middle management than before.

The beautiful framework became a ghost ship: fully operational but with no crew.

My Consulting Education

Six months after our triumphant kick-off, the engagement was quietly wound down. The official reason was ‘changing business priorities’, but the real reason was that the organisation had spent $200,000 on a transformation theatre that looked impressive, but had changed nothing fundamental about how work actually got done.

I learned more about consulting in that failure than in any success before or since.

This pattern isn't unique to my experience. Years ago, I co-authored a book with Andrea Tomasini (my close friend and adopted brother from another mother) called Agile Transition, in which we documented similar failures across hundreds of organisational transformations. We were honest about our failures and learnings, with organisations that were transitioning to embrace agile.1

The consulting industry is littered with these stories, but we rarely talk about them publicly.

The problem wasn't the people: they were intelligent, capable, and genuinely wanted to improve. The problem wasn't even our methodology, which contained solid Principles and proven practices. The problem was that we had treated organisational change like a software installation: implement the framework, run the processes, and achieve the outcomes.

Business school educates you about beautiful theoretical models. However, fifteen years of institutional experience, in real organisations, teaches you where those models break down in practice. Organisations are not computers. They are complex adaptive systems with existing constraints, cultural patterns, and systemic issues that cannot be solved by overlaying the latest scaling framework, agile methodology, or organisational operating system. No matter how beautiful the PowerPoint deck, or how successful the implementation was for Spotify, Google, or anyone else, these constraints are indigenous to each organisation. There is no ‘one method fixes all’.

Mr. Grumpy taught me something that my executive MBA completely failed to: frameworks don't fail because they are theoretically wrong. They fail because they don't adapt to the reality of how work actually happens in real organisations, with real constraints, and real people, who have real problems to solve.

From that engagement, I carry a renewed humility and commitment to Learning that I've a burning desire to share: the best consultants are not the ones who never fail, they are the ones who learn from their disasters, and help others avoid the same traps.

What This Book Is (and What It Is Not)

That disaster, and the years of reflection that followed, shaped everything in these pages.

My goal isn't to tell you what to do and how to do it. I've learned the hard way that imposing solutions does not work. Instead, I am trying my best to give you a series of questions with context as to why I think they are important. I am hoping some of them stick.

I don't need to give you all the answers. The questions that stick, combined with my point of view, may lead you to a query on ChatGPT, a random Google search, or a reminder of something you have experienced once before. By creating those triggers of connection, an increase in Learning activities is all I can ask for. With a final hope that this will create a series of actions and activities to embed change and mindset within the broader network you can influence.

What you will find in these pages is the journey from that $200,000 disaster to a fundamentally different way of thinking about organisational productivity. In Chapter 1, I'll walk you through the framework graveyard: the predictable patterns that doom most transformation initiatives before they even began. Chapter 2 will ask you to look in the mirror, because the biggest roadblock to productivity is often the leader staring back at you. Not because you're doing anything wrong, but because the habits that made you successful in past contexts can become obstacles in dynamic ones.

From there, I'll share how a simple framework called BEAN — and its evolution into something I call PEARL — changed my approach entirely (Chapter 3 onwards). PEARL stands for Principles, Enablers, Artifacts, Reinforcements, and Learning. It isn't another methodology to implement. It is a way of thinking about how to create the conditions for sustainable change, built on the understanding that organisations are living systems, not machines waiting to be programmed.

You will meet real leaders who struggled with real problems: Sarah, whose Monday morning status meetings were killing her team's innovation (Chapter 2), Jessie at Pathlight Australia, who was tired of being told how to work by people who had never done her job (Chapter 3), Julie, whose ‘Leadership GPS’ showed how systematic Reinforcement actually works in practice (Chapter 7), and Mia Chen at DataStream, who proved that culture scales through shared experience, not documentation (Chapter 11).

None of it is theoretical. All of it was learned the hard way, in real Australian organisations, with real consequences for getting it wrong.

How to Read This Book

Take control of your Learning. If my sections on remote working bore you, skip them. Use the headings to guide you. Chapters 10 to 13 are nice to have; the core message is captured in the first eight. The PEARL framework (Chapters 4 through 8) is where the real substance lives, and each element builds on the others; but you don't need to read them in strict order if a particular topic calls to you.

Leaders should value expert advice, but never outsource their thinking to it. My stories reflect my experiences and my biases; they are not universal truths. Take what resonates, test it in your context, and let it inform your judgement rather than replace it.

A Personal Note

I cannot promise you there will be no grammatical errors, a paragraph that could be improved, or a situation in which another example would have helped. This is my first time trying to write a book, and it has been a massive challenge for me. People have commented to me for years that I need to begin to write. With AI evolutions I found the bridge to try less confronting, but as we know, not perfect.

I ask that you put your red pens away and don't read to correct. Remain curious. Find something you never thought of before, something that intrigues you to explore further.

Part of me lives in fear of sharing my thoughts openly. I hope they resonate with some of you. I've worked hard putting my words down. My goal is to stimulate your thinking about human behaviour and the future possibilities in how to make incremental change stick.

Hopefully my insights, influences, and stories can help you progress your future.

Let us begin.



1 Tomasini, A. & Kearns, M. (2012). *Agile Transition: What You Need to Know Before Starting*. InfoQ. [Co-authored by Martin Kearns]
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Chapter 1: The Productivity Framework Graveyard
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Why does your scaling methodology (be it: SAFe, Spotify Models, or the latest agile transformation framework) most likely belong in the same graveyard, as every productivity approach that came before it?

If you have picked up this book, you're probably drowning in scaling frameworks that promise the world, but deliver little. You know the pattern: LinkedIn posts claiming your current approach is fundamentally broken, consultant presentations promising that their new methodology is the silver bullet you have been searching for, and transformation initiatives that look brilliant in PowerPoint, but fall apart in practice.

I know this because I am the guy who was selling them. For over twenty years, I witnessed brilliant business leaders, people who could run circles around me in their particular field of expertise, get completely shafted by productivity methodologies. These looked gorgeous in presentations, but in reality, they fell apart faster than an umbrella in a Melbourne thunderstorm. These are not just false claims to 'new ways of working'. They are fundamental misunderstandings of how organisational change actually happens.

What I learned is that most scaling methodologies are not designed to work in your organisation's context: they are merely formulated to sell consulting services. Whether you're looking at agile transformations, operating model redesigns, or the latest organisational framework, the pattern is always the same: an impressive theory that ignores implementation reality. I should know. I was part of the problem for far too long.

The Framework Failure Pattern

That disaster taught me to recognise a pattern I now see everywhere: Framework Failure Syndrome. It has predictable symptoms:


	Solution Before Problem: The framework arrives before anyone has clearly defined what specific business problems need solving.

	Theatre Over Change: Beautiful processes that look impressive in theory, but don't address underlying systemic issues.

	Consultant Logic: Solutions designed for presentation success, not implementation reality.

	Accountability Vacuum: Nobody owns the business outcomes, just the process adherence.

	Cultural Blindness: Ignoring existing constraints and capabilities, in favour of 'ideal-state' thinking.


Sound familiar? Have you ever sat through presentations about Spotify Models, SAFe implementations, or a consulting firm's fix-all Operating System, and thought, "This looks great, but how does it actually work in my context?", you have experienced Framework Failure Syndrome.
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The good news is that once you're able to recognise the pattern, you can avoid it. The bad news is that most of today's silver bullets (product over projects, Agile-the-next-generation, FAST, Super Safe, or whatever people are now promising) suffer from the same fundamental problems that doomed my previously $200,000 PowerPoint spectacular.

The hardest part for me? I already knew this.

Scaling Excellence gave me a warning I had forgotten, "A mindset should be treated as a compass. It is something that points you in the right direction most of the time. However, you cannot follow it blindly, otherwise every now and again you will plow into obstacles that you should have navigated around, or miss your destination entirely".2

The Spotify Model Epidemic

I want now to talk more about frameworks that look great in theory, but fall apart in practice. In particular is the Spotify Model epidemic that's sweeping through traditional organisations: a particularly virulent management consultancy virus.

I cannot count the number of times I've sat in boardrooms, as executives enthusiastically explain how they are going to, 'Implement the Spotify Model' to achieve 'organisational agility'. The presentations are always impressive: colorful diagrams showing autonomous squads, tribes, chapters, and guilds; all working together in perfect harmony to deliver value at scale. 'Teams' become bad words. 'Squads' sound so much better, well, because Spotify told us so.

There is just one small problem: Spotify never fully implemented their own model.

The Research Nobody Wants to Discuss

In 2020, Jeremiah Lee, a former Spotify engineer, published an article that should have ended the Spotify Model cargo-cult forever. The title was blunt: Spotify's Squad Model is Failing. His central argument was even more damning, "The famed squad model was only ever aspirational, and never implemented as described".3

Let me rephrase that argument, "The company that created the model, never actually implemented it the way it's being copied by organisations worldwide!"

Lee went on to explain that Spotify's engineering culture was "fragile and lacking", and that the company struggled with basic coordination across teams. What about the beautiful tribal model you might remember from a presentation, blog etc..? It existed primarily in slide decks and blog posts, not in daily operations.

Henrik Kniberg, one of the original authors of the Spotify Model documentation, has been trying to warn people about this for years. He repeatedly cautioned against copying the framework, emphasising that it was a snapshot of Spotify's experiment at a specific time, not a blueprint for implementation.4

Marcin Floryan, another Spotify insider, put it even more directly, "There is no Spotify model".5

However, what fascinates me about consulting culture, is that even when the creators of a framework explicitly tell you not to copy it, organisations keep trying to implement it anyway. I've observed this dozens of times in Australian businesses, and the pattern is always the same.

Think about it for a moment. When you take an existing model and try to fit it to your organisation, you surrender a significant amount of what makes you unique and different. You are not scaling agility; you're scaling someone else's context into your reality.

As Andrea puts it, "Strategic advantage lies in you being yourself, and doing the right things the right way. Those who copy what their competitors are doing, place themselves behind the pack: a sure way of losing".6

Argyris warned of the rush to adopt universal patterns: creating traps where implementation makes it difficult for organisations to generate fundamental change.7

For example, a major bank engages a consultancy firm. They have heard about 'agile transformation' and want to 'be more like Spotify'. They select a regular consultancy, who's delighted to have a seven-figure engagement with one of the larger organisations. The consultancy quickly produces a beautiful implementation roadmap, showing how the bank's 5000-person workforce will be reorganised into autonomous squads, working in tribes, with chapters and guilds to provide cross-team coordination.

The executives love the visual appeal. The middle managers nod politely. The project gets approved.

Six months later, the same bank is struggling with coordination nightmares, accountability gaps, and a workforce that's confused about decision-making authority. The autonomous squads turned out not to be autonomous, because they still required approval for budget, technology, and hiring decisions. The tribes were not at all tribal, because they did not control their own resources. The chapters and guilds became additional overheads, not value-adding coordination mechanisms. They attempt to add in a new dependency model, another Excel spreadsheet to complete, another PowerPoint presentation to review…

So, what went wrong? It was the same thing that always goes wrong when you try to copy culture: context matters more than structure.

Spotify's model emerged from their specific context:


	a young technology company with a startup culture

	minimal legacy systems, and

	the luxury of building processes from scratch.


Traditional organisations have different contexts:


	established governance structures

	regulatory constraints

	existing technology investments, and

	cultural patterns that have taken decades to develop.


You cannot copy Spotify's organisational design, any more than you can copy their codebase, and expect it to work in your environment. Context isn't transferable.

My Biggest Insight

There is something you need to know up front: most framework implementations fail, not because the frameworks are inherently bad, but because they ignore organisational reality, in favour of aspirational thinking.

This isn't just my opinion: it's backed by experts who have spent decades in this space. Andrea Tomasini, in a candid InfoQ interview, has admitted, "I dislike the term 'scaling' applied to agile, or 'better agility'".8

When one of the world's leading agilists tells you that scaling agility is problematic, perhaps it's time to listen.

I've witnessed too many failed transformations from consultancies (big and small) that created more bureaucracy than they eliminated. I've witnessed SAFe rollouts that made coordination more difficult to achieve, not easier. I've observed Design Thinking workshops that produced beautiful customer journey maps, yet completely ignored operational constraints that ultimately rendered the proposed solutions impossible to implement.

The pattern is always the same: impressive methodology, extensive training, beautiful Artifacts, but marginal business impact.

Why does this keep happening?

Because there is an entire industry built around selling frameworks, instead of solving problems. Consultancy firms promote business models that depend on methodology licensing, training programs, and certification schemes. The opportunity to create meaningful change and sustainable capability uplift does exist, but too often the focus centres on creating long-term models, in which consultancies permanently embed themselves within the solution, as the 'partner of choice'.

The thing about context is that it's messy, unique, and impossible to package into a scalable methodology. Genuine organisational problems require real understanding of the specific constraints, capabilities, and culture of that organisation. They cannot be solved by importing someone else's organisational design; no matter how successful that design was in its original context. As Chris Argyris warned decades ago, "Organisations often create traps for themselves, by adopting practices that seem rational, but actually inhibit Learning and adaptation".

External influences can accelerate your business, consultancies can add value, knowledge can be transferred, but the need to own your own evolution can never be outsourced. We are seeing software delivery reinstating itself as an inhouse capability: to ensure a digital future can be sustained.

The Agile Manifesto Co-Authors Speak Out

The problems with framework cargo-culting are not limited to Spotify Models. Consider SAFe (Scaled Agile Framework), which has become the default choice for the 'agile transformation' of large-organisations.

Jeff Gothelf, a respected agile practitioner, has called SAFe, "barely agile", arguing that it recreates traditional command-and-control structures (just) with agile terminology.9

Ken Schwaber, co-creator of Scrum, has been even more direct, stating that SAFe "is not agile… because it focuses on process compliance, not outcomes".10

Martin Fowler, one of the signatories of the Agile Manifesto, summarised the fundamental problem, "The most important thing to remember about any methodology, is that it needs to be adapted to your specific context. But most organisations want to buy transformation off the shelf".11

When the creators of methodologies are warning against framework implementations, perhaps it's time to listen.

The Australian Context Reality Check

I shall now bring us back to Australian business reality. I've worked with many organisations throughout Australia, and can tell you that context matters enormously here.

A mining company in Perth has different constraints than a financial services firm in Melbourne. An energy organisation in South Australia operates under different governance requirements than a tech startup in Sydney. A federal government department in Canberra has more government regulatory obligations than state agencies do. You cannot apply the same organisational framework to all of them, and expect it to work.

Yet, this is exactly what happens when consultancies sell methodology implementations. They promise that the Spotify Model, SAFe, or any silver bullet framework, will work regardless of context. They are selling aspirations, not practical solutions.

Twenty years of implementing frameworks in Australian and international organisations, has taught me that methodology matters less than the capability to adapt it to your specific context. Take my work with my largest (and arguably one of the most successful) businesses in Oceania. They insist on consensus about the problem definition, before any work can begin. They sit very comfortably in firstly building clarity to the problem. From this I developed my problem canvas approach, because you cannot solve problems you haven't properly defined.

This is a very different conversation than, “What framework should we implement?” It begins with problem clarity, builds on organisational strengths, and creates solutions that fit your context, instead of forcing your context to fit someone else's solution. That’s the conversation we need to begin having, if we want to be serious about results, instead of transformation theatre.

The Fundamental Big Four Problem

Let me be straight with you: I've a complicated relationship with framework-driven consultancies and their methodology-industrial complex. They are brilliant at what they do, which is precisely why they are so scary. They are successful (well, the markets say so), they have higher rate cards, strong branding, and multitudes of success stories.

These firms don't just sell consulting services; they sell a worldview. They have convinced a generation of executives that organisational problems can be solved through methodology implementation, complexity can be managed through framework adherence, and cultural change happens through process redesign.

This worldview has infected business thinking so thoroughly that we have forgotten a fundamental truth: organisations are human systems, not engineering problems.

The Scrum Master Disappearing Act

A perfect example of consulting logic in action, is as follows. I was recently involved in a large-scale 'agile transformation', during which consultants were recommended to remove all Scrum Masters, and replace them with 'Delivery Managers'. It was a winning formula to reduce headcount, with a ratio of one delivery manager to every four teams.

"Scrum Masters are overhead", the lead consultant explained to the leadership team. "Delivery Managers add more value because they can simultaneously manage multiple teams".

On the surface, this sounded reasonable. Efficiency through consolidation. Cost reduction, through role elimination. Classic consulting logic.

However, what actually happened in practice was that the teams lost their dedicated servant leaders, the coaching capability development in all disciplines disappeared, and coordination became a nightmare. The Delivery Managers, despite their best intentions, became project managers; focused on delivery milestones, not team capability building. Newly formed teams spent a lot more time in storming phases, and the product owners had to try and take on some of the duties that had been lost, in order to make the delivery date. Product owners complained overwhelmingly about being exhausted. The solution? Product managers were requested to manage product owners. So it all began again (just now with more middle management than before).

Six months later, another consultancy was brought back to address 'coordination challenges' and 'team performance issues'. Their solution? Hire Release Train Engineers to work with the Delivery Managers.

They had come full circle, just this time with additional overhead and














	Illusion: Decision-makers believe that what they are scaling up is better and easier to spread, than the facts warrant

	Impatience: Decision-makers believe that what they are scaling up is better and easier to spread, that they rush to roll it out before it's fit for purpose for the organisation.

	Knowledge Gap: Decision-makers lack the patience or required knowledge to understand, so they make poorly informed decisions to ‘keep to the plan’.































	What specific business problem does this framework solve?

	Can you describe the problem, without using the framework's terminology?

	Does this problem actually exist in your organisation?




	Does this framework assume capabilities that your organisation does not have?

	What existing constraints does this framework require to work within?

	How will this framework integrate with the systems and processes you cannot change?




	Who will be accountable for business outcomes? (not just process adherence/adoption)

	What happens if the executive sponsor leaves, or changes priorities?

	How will you measure success in terms of business impact, instead of framework compliance?




	Does this framework match how work actually gets done in your organisation?

	What existing behaviours must change for this framework to succeed?

	Do you have the leadership capability to drive cultural adaptation?




	Can this framework survive leadership changes, budget pressures, and market-specific influences?



	What happens when consultants leave and the training budget disappears?

	How will you maintain momentum when enthusiasm fades?







	The methodology solves problems you did not know you had




	Implementation requires significant organisational change before it can work




	Success metrics focus on process compliance, not business outcomes




	The framework comes with extensive training requirements and/or certification programs




	Proponents cannot explain how it works in practice, without using framework-jargon




	Similar frameworks have been tried, and quietly abandoned, in your organisation






	The methodology addresses clearly defined, measurable business problems




	Implementation builds on existing organisational strengths and capabilities




	Success is measured in business, not framework, terms → Set clear business outcome measures

	The approach can be adapted to your specific constraints and context




	Advocates can explain it’s practical implementation, without needing to use methodology jargon




	Similar approaches have succeeded in comparable organisations and contexts









	Every failed methodology teaches us something valuable about what does not work in our specific context.

	Every abandoned framework reveals something important about our organisational constraints and capabilities.

	Every transformation theatre disaster outlines the gap between aspiration and reality.
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