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Transformation        

is more than a 

numbers game 
 



Transformation is: “In an organisational context, a 

process of profound and radical change that orients 

an organisation in a new direction and takes it to an 

entirely different level of effectiveness. Unlike 

‘turnaround’ (which implies incremental progress on 

the same plane) transformation implies a basic 

change of character and little or no resemblance with 

the past configuration or structure” (Business 

Dictionary at http://www.businessdictionary.com) 

 

The investment bank Godman Sachs recently 

announced their new diversity rule that states that 

they will no longer take companies public that do not 

have at least one Board member from an 

underrepresented group. Although this is a gesture 

in the right direction, it also amazes me that at that 

inflexion point where they were about to make a 

‘bold’ decision, the decision itself can only be 

labelled as bold when you compare it to the past and 

not to what is needed for the present and future. 

Depending on the size of the Board, insisting on one 

individual is hardly going to make a meaningful dent 

in the actual diversity that is needed, of course noting 

their phased approached, according to news reports, 

which looks at least two female directors by 2021.  

Depending on the diversity of the population in a 

country, the subject of transformation, in this context, 

can have many levels of complexity. In a country like 

South Africa, for example, the diversity also has 

political nuances. For example, only requiring one 

female Board member would not address the lack of 

racial diversity, and the related complexities, and 

thus result in Boards remaining 100% white with 

what could be only one female token. 

In homogeneous societies addressing the diversity 

issue is far simpler than in countries like South Africa 

where one has to consider gender as well as multiple 

categories of race and ethnicity. Of course, when we 

talk about diversity there are other factors at play as 

well such as age, education and expertise, life 

experience and deep understanding of 

constituencies’ needs.  

Goldman Sachs cites academic research which 

points to organisations with diverse Boards making 

better decisions and performing better than those 

who only have white males at the helm. These are 

hugely important findings. My concern however is 

that history has proven over and over again that 

when organisations only follow rules to comply and 

are not fully immersed in the spirit of the principle, 

real meaningful transformation does not take place 

and the value thereof is not extracted. 

Allow me to use South Africa as an example again, 

purely because it is probably one of the countries 

with the most complex dimensions in terms of 

diversity. In South Africa there is a piece of 

legislation called Broad-Based Black Economic 

Empowerment Act. The objective of the Act is to 

address the imbalance in society created by the 

Apartheid regime. In other words, it aims to bring 

about equality in the economy in terms of race and 

gender, through empowering those who were 

previously deliberately disadvantaged. It works on a 

point system, with organisations being assigned a 

level based on their efforts to bring about equality in 

the organisation in relation to the population in the 

country. Thus, the more likely the organisation is to 

conduct business with government entities, or be a 

supplier of an organisation that conducts business 

with government entities, the more important their 

BBB-EE status becomes. Such organisations 

therefore put a lot of effort into increasing their status 

through getting their numbers right. 

It is therefore not uncommon to find leaders boasting 

about transformation in their organisations based on 

the demographic profile of their staff and leadership 

and their BBB-EE level (there are of course too many 

who simply either do not care or are resentful of the 

fact that they are required to transform). But, is 

transformation only a numbers game? In my view, 

organisations can only really talk about 

transformation when there has been a mindset 

change at the core and at every layer of the 

organisation. Otherwise we are really talking about a 

form of fronting or window dressing.  

Some of the signs that true transformation has taken 

place and that substance is more important than 

form include, inter alia: 

• Previously excluded individuals feeling that 

they have a real seat at the table. In other 

words, their opinions matter and their 

voices are heard. There is a real 

understanding that they bring the views of 

an important constituency to the table as 

well as great insights due to their life 

experiences. This would effectively 
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counteract the notion of decision makers 

going into groupthink in an echo chamber. 

However, many women, for example, report 

that when they try to put a thought on the 

table, they find themselves ignored, their 

voices drowned out, being cut off mid 

speech, or worse, their ideas repackaged 

as an idea that has come from a male 

counterpart. 

• Diversity candidates do not find themselves 

told what their opinions should be and are 

allowed to formulate their own thought 

processes around strategic issues. When 

transformation is only about the numbers, 

those who are appointed as part of a 

window dressing exercise often find 

themselves briefed before a meeting on 

what the ‘party line’ is in the guise of 

‘bringing them into the fold’ or ‘bringing 

them up to speed’.  

• Diversity candidates are not expected to 

assimilate into spaces created to suit 

males. For example, having to take up a 

sport like golf, which does not interest them 

in the least, because the real decisions are 

made on the golf course. Having to conform 

to patriarchal rules in order to be accepted 

in the fold is often a reality for diversity 

candidates. For example, fear of being 

ostracised may force a female leader to 

emulate male behaviour or refrain from 

speaking out, thus nullifying the objective of 

diversity bringing fresh perspectives.  

• Diversity candidates do not find themselves 

in situations where they are clearly 

diminished in relation to their dominant 

counterparts. For example where a male 

and female Board member both have 

PhDs, the male member being addressed 

by his title, while the female member is 

addressed by her first name in a clear effort 

to diminish her status. 

• Diversity candidates not finding themselves 

excluded from important discussions that 

take place outside of formal meetings. For 

example, male members discussing and 

making decisions on organisational matters 

in a pub while ensuring that the female 

members are not invited along or being 

aware of the fact that they have to rush 

home to their ‘second job’ of running a 

household.  

• Everyone is being treated the same way. 

Diversity candidates often find their 

mistakes are amplified and a big deal made 

of them, while their dominant counterparts 

sail through a culture of silence, even when 

they make much bigger mistakes. 

• Diversity candidates not feeling that they 

are being ridiculed behind their backs or 

given demeaning names intended to 

embarrass them. For example, assertive 

women are often labelled aggressive, while 

assertiveness in their male counterparts is 

celebrated.  

• The leadership has the courage to ask the 

difficult questions of those who want to do 

business with the organisation, around their 

progress on transformation.  

Shifting organisations from a patriarchal system to 

one where the value of diversity is truly embraced 

and harnessed is a leadership issue. Great leaders 

understand that to achieve a true mindset shift takes 

effort and real interventions, not just lip service. 

Those interventions include helping the beneficiaries 

of privilege to deal with their fears and insecurities in 

the face of losing their status as the superior ones in 

the organisation. It includes assisting people in 

understanding their biases, subconscious biases 

and prejudices and how to overcome them. It also 

includes being very deliberate in the recruitment 

process and ensure that the organisation looks for 

people who are open minded and will proactively 

work against patriarchy and racism. It is generally not 

an easy road to travel.  

In order to achieve real transformation and create a 

diverse team, workforce or Board, effective 

interventions are needed to transform the mindset of 

those who are used to be the dominant power 

players. Only when those who have always seen 

themselves as superior appreciate how their own 

biases and prejudices stand in the way of meaningful 

transformation and why the transformation is 

necessary, can the organisation start to move in the 

right direction. If that does not happen, people 

become despondent at the obvious window dressing 

and either end up leaving or tread water without 

making ripples, which in turn prevents the 

organisation from enjoying the benefits of diversity.  



Astute leaders are able to discern what is playing out 

in their organisations and ensure that all voices are 

heard and that credit goes to where it is due. The 

diversity candidate may not put the idea on the table 

like the dominant group would, but a great leader has 

the ability to listen, spot the value in what is being 

said and interpret it for the rest of the group.  

It does, however ask of leaders to have the courage 

to face the biases and prejudices within themselves 

first. You cannot truly lead transformation if you have 

not confronted the barriers to transformation within 

yourself. Those who are able to tame their own 

demons and lead transformation from an authentic 

space, with a deep understanding of the necessity of 

transformation, are able to bring about meaningful 

transformation that transcends window dressing.  

Leading in the midst of diversity is a skill. One must 

develop the skill of understanding different realities, 

be able to look through different lenses and lead the 

group to finding the best solutions as an outcome of 

ensuring that every voice is celebrated as valuable. 

Leaders must also go beyond celebrating numbers 

and test their environments to determine whether 

real transformation has taken place. Unless the 

organisation’s heart is transformed, its outer 

appearance will soon ring hollow.  

 


