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Imagine you’re at a startup, embarking on a technology mission with no baggage, no 
incompatible databases, no technical debt, no creaky legacy code. It’s the dream of so many 
disruptors for a reason. A nice greenfield project with blue-sky thinking—it just seems...easier.

The truth is that transformation can take place anywhere.

The myth survives because of the stories we tell about digital transformation. Established 
companies tend to act as if disruption, and the aggression and velocity necessary for real 
transformation, happens elsewhere. There are more stories about Uber and Facebook and 
Tesla than there are stories about game-changing self-disruption, which mostly happens 
behind the curtain. The truth is that transformation can take place in any organization.

01. THE SITUATION
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CHANGE IS POSSIBLE

We’ve drawn upon extensive research—as well as decades of our own experience in 
designing and shipping software—to talk about how those transformations happen. More 
importantly, we’ll show how you can succeed with your own digital transformation.

It’s hard to change organizations. But it can be done. We’ve done it.

MEET PROJECT ALPHA

These projects are often given a codename. Vista. Matador. Something hopeful 
and ambitious. 

For the purposes of this deck, let’s say we’re building a platform that needs to 
integrate and manage proprietary data across multiple countries and serve an 
API for your clients.

We’ll call our platform Alpha.
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WHAT IS DIGITAL TRANSFORMATION

If you search around the web for a straightforward definition of digital transformation, 
you’ll struggle to find anything consistent. Cloud storage! Experience design! 
Microservices!

Here’s a useful definition from a Belgian firm:

Digital transformation is the profound transformation of business and organizational 
activities, processes, competencies and models to fully leverage the changes and 
opportunities of a mix of digital technologies and their accelerating impact across 
society in a strategic and prioritized way, with present and future shifts in mind.1

It can read as fluffy marketing-speak, but there’s actually something quite subtle defined 
here. It is not about addition (“it would be great if we had this tech!”) nor upgrades (“We 
should go from 100mph to 150mph!”). 

It’s not a digital bolt-on—or at least, it shouldn’t be. Rather, we’re talking about 
a fundamental change in how your business works.

02. THE TRANSFORMATION

1. https://www.i-scoop.eu/digital-transformation/
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LEAVING LEGACY BEHIND

When we use the word “legacy” in regular life, it’s 
usually in positive or eulogistic terms. It’s the opposite in 
the technology world. 

When a manager speaks of that “legacy system” or 
“legacy software”, it’s with a hint of frustration or even 
shame. It means the code is dated, clunky, and hard 
to work around—it’s a stagnant pool in an otherwise 
flourishing ecosystem. 

If a piece of technology has earned the status of 
legacy, that means it’s a liability to your business.

Executives and managers in nearly every industry are 
often given the same mandate: modernize and shut 
down that legacy platform. They’re asked to provide a 
plan, timeframe and budget as to how they’re going to 
get there. And often they fail.

THE ODDS AREN’T GOOD

According to the Project Management 
Institute’s 2017 Pulse of the Profession2 report, 
a survey of global project management with 
thousands of respondents, only 60% of the 
projects surveyed met strategic goals, and 28% 
were deemed outright failures.

OK

Warning

2. https://www.pmi.org/-/media/pmi/documents/public/pdf/learning/thought-
leadership/pulse/pulse-of-the-profession-2017.pdf
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THE BUSINESS CASE

The first thing you have to do is firm up your mandate. You have to remind 
stakeholders that their piece of legacy software is a slow-acting poison. 

Technology Has Improved — A Lot 
Twelve years ago you knew what you wanted and you hired the right team and 
leveraged the right technologies to fulfill your needs. As time passed, technology 
moved as it is inclined to do: quickly. Innovation has eliminated components and 
consolidated capabilities.

Your Competition Improved, Too 
A natural (and obvious) pressure is competition. In nearly every industry, innovations 
and efficiencies brought about by technology create indirect pressure on competitors.  

You Changed 
A business organism grows, changes and evolves in response to the business climate 
around it. The people inside a business change, too. The skills, capabilities, and 
structural shifts can all render your existing technology solutions out of date.

Your Customers Got Smarter 
The impact technology has made on how consumers interact, transact, and 
experience your business is immense. While your current technology picture may 
check boxes, the way customers expect to interact with your business has changed 
dramatically. This applies to business partners as well as consumers.
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A CHANGE IS NEEDED

All of this adds up to demand for change. Technology positions a business for growth but also 
requires an investment that truly looks forward: a bet that you’re going the way of the future.

No decision-maker would presume that a technology decision will withstand change forever. 
The best you can do is hope the decisions you make will provide value for as long as possible. 

It forces the question: how best can you future-proof your technology decisions?

YOUR PLATFORMTHE NEW NORMAL
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03. THE ARCHITECTURE OF SUCCESS

A DEFENSE SYSTEM AGAINST FAILURE

Usually, when we talk about architecture, we’re talking about a plan or blueprint. But 
most plans don’t cover pitfalls and contingencies–all of which should be considered 
from Day One. It’s time to make friends with risk.
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THE NORTH STAR

You’ve been tasked with a mission. Establish that 
objective. Boil it down to one sentence. 

It needs to be simple. Like this: “Project Alpha will bring 
together web app Beta and web app Gamma into a 
single, unified experience that can be maintained more 
easily at much less cost.”

You’ll need to arm yourself with that sentence 
because requirements (sometimes called user stories, 
sometimes called tickets, sometimes called priority 1 
needs…) are elastic. They will change. They will drop 
off because of a strategic change. They will slam into a 
technical limitation. 

In the face of that pressure, your objective serves 
as a North Star, defending this definition phase from 
tangents and stray ideas and suggestions. It’s nearly 
impossible to convince a stakeholder with 10+ years of 
experience that their idea makes no sense. Jot it down, 
repeat the objective with a smile, and move on.

DEFEND THE MANDATE

Powerful actors within the organization will 
probably start to bang away at the project. They 
will steal favored resources. They will ask for 
favors. That cover you were promised might 
start to evaporate. 

Solution: Stay on message about the value of the 
project and the importance of seeing it through.

OK

Warning
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THE MONOLITH 

Be careful not to put all the work in one enormous 
silo. Bigger projects require more people, and 
coordination and dependency increase as the size 
of the team does. It also means you’ll be in the 
weeds for too long, leaving the larger organization 
wondering, what is going on in there? 

Chop it up. Break up that single service into 
smaller microservices, with smaller teams, 
more contracts, and fewer interdependencies.

Have multiple teams running in parallel as much as 
you can. Establish the interfaces, draw them out, and 
let various teams run. Your platform is the whole of 
these parts.
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SCOPING

Big software projects are notoriously hard to 
estimate. According to research from McKinsey and 
the University of Oxford, half of all large IT projects 
blow their budgets on a grand scale: 

On average, large IT projects run 45 percent over 
budget and 7 percent over time, while delivering 
56 percent less value than predicted. Software 
projects run the highest risk of cost and schedule 
overruns.3

You might find it encouraging that most 
companies survive the overruns, but they’re not 
good for confidence or morale.

And they’re going to make the next project much, 
much harder.

3. https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/digital-mckinsey/our-insights/
delivering-large-scale-it-projects-on-time-on-budget-and-on-value
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THE $$$ QUESTION

All IT projects are plagued by the same two budget problems:

1. Budgets are nearly always written before a project has been properly scoped—and before 
engineers get into the code and start finding problems. 

2. IT budgets are usually tied to an enormous “deliverable” or future state that represents 
complete delivery. 

Instead, think of your primary deliverable as progress over time. On our projects, we love 
showing prototypes as soon as humanly possible. It’s an incredibly effective way to gain 
credibility and fend off doubters. The more you hole up trying to solve problems, while also 
pushing back deadlines, the more the project feels like a fuel meter approaching empty. 

Smaller wins foster empathy towards the effort. If and when more dollars are 
needed, the tone of the conversation is different. You’ll have built support on the 
other side of the table to keep going.
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04. PEOPLE AND POLITICS

A POLITICAL MINEFIELD

Alpha is poised to push your organization to the head of the pack 
within your industry. So everyone who works for your company 
stands to benefit, right? They’ll skip along with you to launch 
day, exulting in all this positive change.  

Not quite. 

Any initiative of meaningful size, especially one that promises 
disruption, is a political minefield. Corporate culture is not 
designed for change. It is optimized to...optimize. To make what 
you have today work better. 

Change, even necessary and forward-looking change, 
represents an immediate threat to the status quo.
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A FEW TYPES TO WATCH OUT FOR

The Naysayers
It doesn’t matter how attractive Alpha is. It still represents a transformation of how things 
are done today, and that means a higher level of risk. That makes lots of people nervous. The 
loftier and more disruptive your vision, the more people will plant seeds of scrutiny and doubt. 

The Incumbents
Your organization has cultivated talent and skills that are optimized for the way things work 
today. Alpha represents an existential threat to the systems and logistics those people 
control. You’re building the assembly robot in the factory, and no one wants to lose their spot 
on the line.

The Bosses
Despite sign-offs and an approved budget, decision-makers above you will apply their own 
pressure. They need results, and anxiety is inevitable. In that context, any missed milestones, 
however reasonable in the scope of the work, will raise everyone’s stress levels.

As the owner of Alpha, you’ll need to manage those people and make sure they 
don’t block the project’s success.
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INSTITUTIONALIZE

An effort that promises meaningful change must 
be more than an “initiative.”

It should be formally announced. Then it should be given 
a name, clear goals, a mandate—and a team.

It helps to encode the group as a separate part of the 
organizational structure. For example, the behemoth 
payroll service ADP chose to give its innovation group 
a startup-like name: Lifion. Stuart Sackman, head of 
product and innovation, summed it up well in Fortune: 

We are building some of our critical next generation 
technology at the lab. The team wanted a separate 
name to help create a distinct culture, to build esprit 
de corps, and to help attract and recruit people.4

4. https://www.forbes.com/sites/peterhigh/2017/08/22/stuart-sackman-re-thinks-
innovation-as-the-head-of-product-and-technology-at-adp/
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ONE-WAY RECRUITING

Hiring a team is hard. Hiring people in technology is 
incredibly hard. Hiring people for an initiative inside your 
company even worse.

If team members are recruited onto Alpha, tell them 
they’ve lost their former jobs. Define new roles and 
titles. They should recognize this as a separate listing 
for their LinkedIn.

Most importantly, communicate to their former 
managers that those employees are no longer 
available at their previous role.

They can’t be hijacked, or brought back to their old roles 
to “advise.”

RUNNING IN PARALLEL

If the team is internal and has been “recruited” 
to this effort, they will inevitably get pulled back 
into the day-to-day or week-to-week needs of 
the organization. The business hasn’t forgotten 
all the things they used to be doing.

Solution: Make sure leaders know they will 
need to replace the staff you’ve recruited, as 
early as possible.

OK

Warning
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WALL YOURSELF OFF...LITERALLY

If at all possible, separate the team from the 
usual work environment.

At the very least, put team members close to one 
another. Ideally, there’s an environment with pseudo-
borders that represent Alpha HQ. If you can, leave the 
building and find another address.

Camille Fournier, the author of The Manager’s Path: A 
Guide for Tech Leaders Navigating Growth and Change 
writes:

The workplace is built around humans and their 
interactions, and these networks form the basis of 
any career, whether it’s focused around management 
or individual technical contributions.
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GOING OUTSIDE

Considering the challenges of hiring and the pressure of deadlines, many companies simply hire 
an outside vendor. 

There are benefits to this approach. Because the team is new, there’s no baggage or history to 
contend with. You’re getting a startup group for hire, motivated to deliver constantly (or get fired).

That said, you may meet resistance. If you do decide to hire an outside firm to carry Alpha 
forward, here’s what to expect from your own team:

“Why Not Us?”
People might feel slighted or ignored, and react by sowing resentment. It’s tricky terrain to 
navigate, but very necessary. Over-communicate the rationale for hiring an outside group. 

The Black Box
When work is taking place offsite, it can feel as if a project is in a dead zone. Find a way to show 
progress and prototypes as early and often as possible to build trust. 

You Need Allies
Recruit advocates for the mandate, and make it clear that success for these individuals is tied 
to the success of the effort, not the interests of any single faction. Recruit those advocates at all 
levels. A leader from the outside firm, arriving from on high to overrule the in-house team, may 
reduce tension in the near term—and create more friction and stress in the long term.
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05. PROCESS AND PRODUCT

Execution is everything.

Whether partnering with an external firm or working internally, any transformation 
must be driven by strong product management.
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THE PRODUCT MANAGER

The term “product manager” is one of the most ill-defined 
in information technology. The web is full of definitions, but 
there’s no consistent pattern. We need a strong definition, 
though, because the product manager leads the most 
important part of this process. 

We submit that:

A product manager is a subject matter advocate who 
provides the strategy, definition, and stewardship of a 
product or platform—from inception to launch. 
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AN EXPERT AND ADVOCATE

Product managers are not project managers.

A product manager understands and internalizes 
the motivations, rationale, and domain space in 
which a product lives. There’s the usual amount 
of traffic-copping that would be required by a big 
project, of course. But the distinction is that a good 
product manager winces when a decision is made 
that strays from the mandate. 

Advocacy is key. Hard decisions will have to 
be made.

When change comes (and it will) a product 
manager instinctively drives decisions in the best 
interest of the product.



23

STRATEGY AND DEFINITION

As the team activates on an effort, flexibility diminishes 
rapidly. A product manager should participate in and 
drive as much of the strategy behind an effort as 
possible. The role of a product manager in defining the 
product is even more critical. The almighty Product 
Requirements Document, which will be referenced again 
and again, is often drafted by a product manager in 
cooperation with other stakeholders.

A strong product manager holds the PRD, that 
final declaration of what will be, as scripture.

DON’T FORGET ABOUT DEFENSE

Good product managers don’t just move the 
ball down the field, they prevent it from getting 
stolen. Powerful actors will interfere with a 
project. 

Solution: Product managers have to protect the 
product from scope creep, smear campaigns, 
and the like.

OK

Warning
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STEWARDSHIP

Driving the project forward demands strong stewardship. As the light at the end of 
the tunnel finally glimmers, things get harder. Designing and building gives way to 
infrastructure considerations and DevOps. As you get close to launch, there’s a sense of 
diminishing control for both business and product. 

Still, strong product management sticks around until launch.

There is no better last mile advocate than the product manager that defined and 
internalized the mission of the product.

That last step can be a drag, but you haven’t launched until you launch.
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06. IT’S YOUR TURN

There’s a reason we called this paper Upgrade. 

Many of our clients come to us seeking permission: Permission to make the system 
work, to value their user’s time, to care about design and quality in ways that never get 
captured by a bunch of issues in a ticketing system.

So consider that permission granted. Put your users first, and cut down on cost and 
waste. You don’t have to throw away the past. You can put it to use.

In fact this isn’t just permission. It’s a mandate:

Leave your mark by making things better.



Postlight is a team of people who love building software. We’re 
fans of big legacy codebases, complicated platforms, and products 
with tons of requirements. We pride ourselves on being “shaped to 
ship”—we will help you get your project done, on schedule, come 
hell, high water, or anything in between.

Get in touch.

upgrade@postlight.com
upgrade@postlight.com
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