
Success vs. Achievement:

What are the key drivers in transforming 
your business – and how can you take 
advantage of change to create real impact 
and achieve your goals? 

Understanding the  
Effectiveness of Digital 
Transformation 

A Smartsheet Report 



Everywhere you look, businesses are investing 
in the power of change – whether through 
introducing new tools, digitalizing legacy 
processes, or developing fresh people 
strategies. But digital transformation isn’t  
just about shaking up old ways of working. 

Businesses are facing fast-moving competition, fickle consumers, 
changing legislation, and uncertain political climates, meaning they need 
to be more agile than ever before. In order to retain a market advantage, 
transformation initiatives are now critical. After all, a staggering 83% of 
senior managers agree that staying abreast of technology changes is 
vital to keeping up with the competition.

Essentially, it’s do or die, and almost every business is feeling the 
pressure. And as our research has discovered, a worryingly high 
percentage of digital transformation projects aren’t creating significant 
business impact. Projects are meeting their stated objectives, but they’re 
not going on to benefit the wider organization. Which raises the question: 
can businesses transform in a meaningful way, boost their team agility, 
and ultimately achieve more? 

At Smartsheet, we’re all about empowering businesses to move faster, 
drive innovation, and achieve better outcomes. So we set out to discover 
what pressures these organizations are under, what’s driving their efforts 
– and most importantly, how can they turn transformation into tangible 
business impact? 

Transformation 
motivation

There are many different 
types of transformation 
projects, from financial 
to cultural change – but 
this report focuses on 
digital transformation, 
which has been 
defined by Deloitte 
as futureproofing an 
organization through 
the use of technology 
and creating new  
digital processes. 
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Smartsheet, the collaborative work management platform for enterprise 
achievement, set out to discover what’s driving digital transformation 
and how businesses can ensure a successful transformation. We worked 
with independent research agency, Loudhouse, to conduct interviews with 
622 senior managers who have had significant involvement with digital 
transformation projects. Respondents came from the United Kingdom, 
Germany, and the United States, across a range of roles, industries, and 
business sizes. 

Methodology

Region

Job function

Company size

USA
210

UK
212

Germany
200

Operations
177

IT
162

Marketing
140

Finance
143

More than 3000
147

 
51–1000

275

 
1001–2000

110

 
2001–3000

90
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What’s driving 
transformation?
Digital transformation is widespread, but it’s also a relatively recent trend. 
Of the businesses we surveyed, 59% started their digital transformation 
initiatives in the last two years, with only 6% having begun over four years 
ago. In terms of what transformation involves, each team we surveyed was 
as unique as the business behind it. But there are many commonalities in 
motivation – as well as a growing sense that external factors, not internal 
pressure, are the main reasons for launching the project. 

External impetus

External factors outside of a business’ control are a powerful source of 
motivation. We found that:

• 83% feel keeping up with technology advancements is a leading 
motivator, with 89% saying that this has had either a significant or 
revolutionary influence on business change

• Industry wide changes, like regulatory shifts, are the second most 
influential macro factor (79%), with political drivers (73%) and 
increasing costs (73%) following close behind

Macro drivers of business change

45% 44% 89%

Technology advancements

48% 31% 79%

Industry change e.g. regulation change

45% 28% 73%

Political drivers e.g. change in law/legislation, other mandatory 
requirements, change in trade deals

43% 30% 73%

Increase of costs due to interest rate changes, inflation, exchange 
rate fluctuations, or tax

Whereas 71% of 
respondents in the U.S. 
cite regulatory changes 
as having a significant 
or revolutionary 
impact, this rises to 
78% in the U.K. and  
89% in Germany – 
which could reflect 
Germany’s highly 
regulated markets.

83% of businesses 
agree that keeping 
up with technology 
change through 
digital transformation 
is essential to keep up 
with the competition

Key finding
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Competitive challenges 

Businesses are striving to work more effectively, enhance their offerings, 
and increase efficiencies where they can. In terms of general business 
challenges that are motivating transformation: 

• Over half say “the requirement to work more efficiently” and “customer 
demand” are driving their organization to make changes

• 45% cite “the requirement to cut costs” and “the competition” as drivers
• Pressure from management and meeting KPIs are both in the bottom 

three responses

Surprisingly, the need to hit KPIs is nowhere close to being the biggest 
impetus for change. And nor are organizations responding to a top-down 
demand from senior management. Rather, change leaders within the 
business are most interested in finding a way to do what they do, but more 
efficiently. They want to use digital transformation to accelerate their own 
performance, while staying lean and keeping ahead of the competition. 

Factors driving organizational change

The requirement to work more efficiently

51%

51%

Customer demand

45%

The requirement to cut costs

45%

The competition

41%

The speed to deliver work/run projects

37%

Drive from the senior management

37%

KPIs e.g. sales targets or customer engagement scores 

31%

Staff turnover

Who are the 
changemakers?

Seven in ten (68%) 
businesses report 
that IT is in control, 
followed by operations, 
(52%), marketing, (43%) 
and finance (42%). 
Interestingly, only a quarter 
of businesses report  
that the board of directors 
are leading the charge – 
suggesting that digital 
transformation  
can come from any level  
or department across  
the business.

Working more 
efficiently, meeting 
growing customer 
demands, and cutting 
costs are the most 
powerful motivations 
for change

Key finding

What’s driving transformation?
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As we enter a new decade, more and more businesses are embracing the 
challenge ahead of them by launching transformation projects. But even 
when organizations describe their program as having been successful 
against its stated aims, there’s a lack of correlation with overall  
business impact. 

Meeting objectives vs. creating impact: 

When it comes to analyzing the overall success of their transformation 
projects, businesses remain positive: 

• 88% feel their project has been highly or reasonably successful, 
when charted against the targets they hoped to achieve

• Only 12% report either a neutral or unsuccessful result
• 42% were happy to say their project had gone or was going better 

than expected

Yet there’s often no compelling evidence that digital transformation 
programs are actually having a significant impact on the wider 
organization. When asked to rate their project’s impact:

• Under half (49%) feel their project has had a significant impact
• Only 13% say their transformation has enabled them to keep up in 

the market against competitors, despite this being one of the biggest 
drivers of transformation in the first place

The challenge 
of effective 
transformation

49%

35%

13%

2% 1%

Significant impact on the 
success of business

Incremental impact 
on business

Enabled us to keep up in the 
market against competitors

Has not helped us at all 
in business

Too early to tell

Impact of digital transformation on overall business

Only 49% say their 
project has made a 
significant impact on 
business performance

Key finding
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With there clearly being a gap between program “success” and “impact,” 
businesses must continue to evaluate how they can improve process 
efficiency and achieve overall organizational effectiveness. 

Because, in a world that moves as fast as ours, the delays caused 
by flawed process could be at the root of this problem. By the time 
businesses are able to achieve their original objectives, the impact 
this creates has already been reduced. To achieve truly powerful 
transformation, perfecting the process is likely just as crucial as working 
out what transformation goals should be established in the first place. 

Roadblocks to achievement

With digital transformation initiatives often involving a huge human and 
financial investment, businesses need to ensure their projects drive real 
business impact. If perfecting the process is central to achieving this,  
what potential stumbling points should organizations be wary of? 

Delay dilemmas

• Only 52% of recent or live digital transformation projects are running 
completely to schedule, and in projects where delays occur, the ability 
to achieve a strong outcome is significantly damaged

• Of those who experience no delays, 68% are confident their initiative is 
having a powerful impact on business success – but just 27% of those 
who have experienced delays feel the same

• The majority (71%) say their project is running better than expected 
in the development and planning stage, but once they start sourcing 
suppliers – the point at which the most delays seem to kick in – 
optimism drops to just 22%

Issues Better than expected

Overall success of program by project stage

71%

22%
25%

35%

65%

72%
76%

28%

Developing idea
/Planning

Sourcing suppliers
/Partners

Implementation
/Monitoring

Complete/Trialling
/Evaluation

The challenge of effective transformation
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% reporting that projects have a significant 
impact on the success of business

27%68%

Those experiencing no delays Those experiencing delays

Maintaining stakeholder support

Stakeholder support is an important risk factor for the success of a 
program. Four in ten respondents feel that stakeholder support was 
lacking during their transformation project. And just as optimism fades 
during the life of project, so does stakeholder interest: 

• 73% say they had the best possible support at the beginning, but later, 
this falls as low as 48%

• This implies that the onset of delays is closely linked with diminishing 
stakeholder support, as these individuals have the influence to drive 
projects forward

• A quarter (26%) say board level support could have been better during 
their project

Overall, it seems stakeholder support is directly aligned to the success 
of a project, with consistent stakeholder support being particularly vital 
– because when this drops off, delays kick in. As such, it’s clear a lack of 
stakeholder engagement is a serious roadblock, and should be avoided 
where possible. 

Tools for the task 

Access to appropriate project management tools is another concern:

• Half feel at least fairly confident that they can run their projects  
with the tools they have, but the rest think there may be better  
options available

• This suggests businesses may need better solutions for managing 
their transformation programs to create true business impact

50%45%

5%

I am extremely confident; we 
have the best tools for the job

I am fairly confident, but there 
may be better tools available

I am not very confident; I think 
there are better tools available

Certain sectors are 
much more likely than 
others to feel they 
have the right tools 
for transformation. 
In technology-based 
industries, 59% are 
extremely confident 
in this regard. But in 
government and the 
public sector, only 35% 
feel the same way – 
which doesn’t bode  
well for public sector 
change initiatives.

The challenge of effective transformation
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Given what a huge investment digital transformation programs can 
be, organizations need to aim higher. Change leaders must take the 
opportunity to tackle the pressures they’re under, raise the bar of their  
own performance, and achieve real business impact. 

So, in order to drive more impactful digital transformation, what traits and 
behaviors can businesses look to prioritize? 

Business buy-in, company collaboration

• Virtually all organizations (96%) say that “stakeholder collaboration is 
important for a successful transformation project” – so the board, or 
an elected board champion, should be as invested as possible

• Nine in ten (88%) agree that “a successful digital transformation 
program can only work if everyone in the business works together,” 
which means spreading the message about the vision and planned 
process of the project is crucial

• Once a project is complete, the impact of collaboration becomes even 
more apparent; it’s cited as the number one factor that contributed to 
the success of a recently completed project

The right tools for the job 

• Almost half (49%) of businesses with recently completed 
transformation programs feel technology played a key part in  
their project’s success

• The majority (81%) say they have a specific solution in place to 
support their work. Of this, 39% use a single unified platform, 35% use 
integrated solutions (a mix of different tools), and 7% use a specialist 
but standalone solution

Achieving impactful 
transformation 

Businesses in the U.S. 
are the most likely (50%) 
to say that collaboration 
is crucial for successful 
digital transformation, 
compared to 46% in 
Germany and 40% in the 
U.K. Our research also 
found U.S. projects are 
more mature – could  
this be the voice of  
experience speaking?

88% agree that 
transformation 
can only happen 
successfully if  
everyone works 
together

Key finding
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Why does that matter? For one simple reason: there’s a clear correlation 
between the type of solution used and the success and effectiveness 
of the project. Organizations who use a single, unified solution are 
more likely (67%) to say their initiatives have run fully to schedule, in 
comparison to 40% of those using disparate but integrated tools. 

Meanwhile, those with a single platform are almost three times more 
likely to rate the success of their project as ‘better than expected’ than 
those with disparate, integrated software. This ultimately seems to be  
the impact of standardization. Those using disparate technologies 
may find those tools don’t speak to each other effectively, leading to 
duplication of work or miscommunications. With a single, standardized 
tool, this risk can be mitigated. 

Level of integration with other systems

19%

7%

35%

39%

No specialist software

Specialist but standalone

Integrated

Single platform 

Promptness and success of project 

Single platform Integrated Specialist but standalone

Base total: 44Base total: 216Base total: 244

Project fully running to schedule

Overall success of project: better than expected

67%
63%

40%

22%

14%
11%

Rated 
2.8 x 

higher

Marketing are the 
most likely (57%) to say 
they are “extremely 
confident” they 
have the right tools 
to run a successful 
digital transformation 
program, whereas only 
41% of operations staff 
say the same.

Those with a unified 
solution for managing 
change projects are 
three times more likely 
to succeed

Key finding

Achieving impactful transformation
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Ultimately, there’s no such thing as a single 
transformation effort – now more than ever, 
businesses need to stay agile and be prepared 
to account for continual change. For that 
very reason, digital transformation is a vital 
undertaking for all organizations, empowering 
them to pivot and flex as needed. Done 
successfully, it can have a lasting impact on 
long-term growth and help companies retain 
their competitive edge. 

But while it does appear that many organizations are managing to 
successfully complete digital transformation initiatives, they are 
less likely to establish a link between this change and real business 
achievement or impact. It’s time to find better ways of working – 
because when only half of digital transformation projects are  
“game changers” for the business, something has to shift.

Fortunately, the roadmap to more effective transformation is clear. 
Whether it’s having a shared vision and a can-do attitude, maintaining 
engaged stakeholders, encouraging business collaboration, or investing 
in the right platform for the job, there are many ways that senior 
managers and transformation leaders can ensure their programs are 
successful and impactful. And in a world that moves as fast as ours, 
achieving this will be crucial for all.

Making better 
transformation 
happen

– 11 – www.smartsheet.com©2019. All Rights Reserved Smartsheet Inc.



Want to explore how  
getting the process right 
can help you achieve 
transformation success?  
 

Reach out to us at:
smartsheet.com/contact 
and we’ll help you 
get started today.
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