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This study synthesizes what is known about time-to-impact in quality improvement (QI) and
transformation initiatives and, drawing on a large body of High Performance Organization
(HPO) transformation cases, identifies which factors delay or accelerate impact and which or-
ganizational practices shorten benefit lead-times. It combines a structured synthesis of aca-
demic studies addressing impact, time-to-impact, timing evidence, and associated factors/prac-
tices with a case-survey of 54 documented HPO transformation cases that were systematically
coded using a common framework. Factors and practices are prioritized based on their recur-
rence across cases, after which the resulting empirical patterns are mapped back to literature-
based categories to assess convergence and divergence. Across the HPO cases, the most recur-
rent sources of delay are weak change communication and dialogue, weak follow-up and ac-
countability, inconsistent leadership attention, and limited transparency in performance meas-
urement and reporting. The most recurrent accelerators are strong communication and
knowledge sharing, a tight review cadence with closed feedback loops, transparent measure-

ment and reporting, and cross-unit collaboration. The most frequently reported time-to-impact
reduction practices include institutionalizing a recurring communication-and-review cadence,
increasing measurement transparency, clarifying leadership roles and accountabilities, and cre-
ating structured dialogue channels supported by internal coaches or champions. Overall, the
findings overlap substantially with the literature, but differ in emphasis, and the study positions
time-to-impact as a distinct dimension of improvement effectiveness while offering an evi-
dence-informed, prioritized set of practical levers grounded in both research and cross-case
practice.

© 2026 by the authors; licensee Growing Science, Canada.

1. Introduction

In improvement work, the decisive question is rarely what should be changed, rather it is when the first measurable results
will appear (Cresswell et al., 2022; Meredith & Zwikael, 2020; Zwikael & Huemann, 2023). This question has become
more pressing because organizations are increasingly required to adapt quickly and repeatedly, which makes long and un-
certain benefit lead-times difficult to justify and even harder to sustain. Recent research shows that firms increasingly need
strategic agility and fast organizational learning to cope with persistent disruption and to reconfigure resources in time
(Songkajorn et al., 2022). In such a context, ‘doing improvement’ is no longer enough: organizations must also be able to
translate improvement effort into observable impact fast enough to sustain commitment, protect scarce resources, and main-
tain stakeholder confidence (Joseph et al., 2024). This makes the time-to-impact of quality improvement and transformation
initiatives both interesting and urgent (Zwikael & Huemann, 2023). Improvement programs often start with high expecta-
tions, but organizations frequently encounter delayed results, slow adoption, and difficulties in making benefits visible and
credible early on. Contemporary reviews of change interventions and process improvement project failures underline that
organizations still struggle to implement change reliably and to achieve intended outcomes, despite decades of accumulated
knowledge (Hagl et al., 2024). In addition, research on sustaining quality and safety improvement indicates that even when
improvements are implemented, maintaining them over time is difficult, with numerous barriers and facilitators influencing
whether gains are stabilized and can compound into longer-term impact (Moon al., 2022). These realities create a practical

* Corresponding author.
E-mail address: andredewaal@planet.nl (A. de Waal)

ISSN 2816-8151 (Online) - ISSN 2816-8143 (Print)
© 2026 by the authors; licensee Growing Science, Canada
doi: 10.5267/j.ms1.2026.5.003


mailto:andredewaal@planet.nl

88

problem that many executives recognize immediately: if impact takes too long to materialize, improvement initiatives risk
losing attention, funding and participation before they can reach their full potential (Bader et al., 2024).

Although there is a substantial body of literature on “what makes change succeed” and “why improvement projects fail,”
the time dimension is often implicit rather than explicit. Major integrative work on change management interventions and
process improvement failure factors synthesizes what influences outcomes, but comparatively less is known about how
these factors shape the speed of benefit realization, i.e., why some initiatives generate credible impact quickly while others
only do so after long delays, if at all (Bader et al., 2024; Harrison et al., 2021). A similar limitation can be observed in
adjacent streams that should, in principle, be well positioned to address time-to-impact. In digitally enabled transformation,
benefits realization management research emphasizes that benefits may emerge gradually, that there can be a tension be-
tween the desire for early evidence and the slow work of embedding infrastructural change, and that attribution is difficult
when outcomes unfold over time (Cresswell et al., 2022). Evidence from benefits management research also suggests that
organizations frequently struggle to implement benefits management practices consistently across the full lifecycle, which
plausibly contributes to delayed and/or weakly evidenced impact (Holgeid et al., 2022). Finally, sustainability research
highlights that the continuation of improvement programs depends on multiple organizational conditions (leadership sup-
port, workforce capacity, alignment and fit, ongoing support), but these conditions are rarely synthesized explicitly as driv-
ers of shorter or longer time-to-impact (Zurynski et al., 2023).

Empirically, the gap is even clearer. Many studies report whether performance improved after an intervention, but compar-
atively few provide systematic, cross-case evidence about how long it took before improvements became visible, credible,
and sustained, and what organizational conditions shortened or lengthened this path (Holgeid et al., 2021; Paton-Romero et
al., 2025; Proctor et al., 2023). The result is that both scholars and practitioners have fragmented guidance: we have many
lists of success factors, but less consolidated insight into the mechanisms and practical actions that accelerate impact (Bader
et al., 2024; Harrison et al., 2021; Hagl et al., 2024). The purpose of this article is to strengthen the evidence base on time-
to-impact by combining what the academic literature suggests influences time-to-impact in quality initiatives and what can
be learned from a large set of documented High Performance Organization (HPO) transformation cases. Specifically, this
study aims to identify which factors delay time-to-impact (negative factors), which factors accelerate time-to-impact (pos-
itive factors), and what organizations do in practice to reduce time-to-impact. This results in the following research question:
Which factors and organizational practices influence (delay or accelerate) the time-to-impact of HPO transformation ini-
tiatives, and how do these empirically observed factors and practices align with the academic literature on time-to-impact
in quality improvement initiatives?

To answer the research question, the article uses a two-part research approach. First, we conduct a structured synthesis of
academic studies that discuss time-to-impact in quality improvement and transformation initiatives, and we distill from
these studies the most frequently reported negative factors, positive factors, and organizational practices that influence time-
to-impact. Second, we analyze a large body of HPO transformation case evidence and code the cases using a common
factor/practice framework, allowing us to identify the most frequently observed empirical accelerators and delays and the
most common empirical ‘time-to-impact reduction’ practices. We then compare the literature-based patterns with the em-
pirical patterns to identify convergence, divergence, and empirical additions not strongly represented in the academic syn-
thesis. In doing so, the study deliberately follows an evidence-based management logic: rather than relying on anecdotal
managerial claims about ‘quick wins’, we bring together what is known in the literature with what is consistently reported
across many transformation cases, and we translate this into a practical, prioritized set of time-to-impact levers (Harris et
al., 2023; Rojon et al., 2021; Rousseau, 2020).

This study is positioned to contribute to both theory and practice. Theoretically, it will strengthen the improvement literature
by positioning time-to-impact as a distinct and practically important dimension of improvement effectiveness, complement-
ing work that focuses mainly on success/failure or sustainability. By linking time-to-impact to evidence from HPO trans-
formations, it will shift the discussion from generic success factors to a more time-sensitive view of how organizations
accelerate benefit realization. It will also compare what the literature emphasizes with what is most frequently observed in
practice, informing future theorizing on sequencing, interactions, and boundary conditions. Practically, the study aims to
offer empirically grounded insights into common causes of delayed impact and the countermeasures organizations actually
use, helping leaders set realistic expectations, strengthen benefits-realization governance, and prioritize interventions that
reduce delay.

The remainder of this article is structured as follows. Section 2 synthesizes the academic literature by clarifying the concepts
of impact and time-to-impact, reviewing reported time-to-impact windows, and identifying the most frequently reported
negative factors, positive factors, and organizational practices associated with faster or slower impact realization. Section 3
describes the empirical research approach and coding procedure. Section 4 presents the cross-case empirical results from
HPO transformation cases. Section 5 compares the literature-based patterns with the empirical patterns and identifies key
matches, mismatches, and additional empirical mechanisms. Section 6 concludes with contributions, limitations, and direc-
tions for future research.
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2. Literature review

This chapter synthesizes the academic literature on what ‘impact’ and ‘time-to-impact’ mean in the context of quality im-
provement initiatives, what the literature suggests about actual times-to-impact, and which factors and practices are associ-
ated with slower or faster impact realization. Together, these insights provide the conceptual and evidence-based baseline
for the empirical HPO case analysis in the later chapters. The purpose of this chapter is therefore to synthesize what the
academic literature implies about factors that slow down time-to-impact, factors that accelerate time-to-impact, and prac-
tices organizations can use to shorten time-to-impact.

2.1 Approach to the literature review

Because ‘time-to-impact’ is rarely operationalized as a standardized construct in the quality improvement (QI) literature,
the review deliberately covered multiple adjacent streams that nonetheless speak directly to when improvements become
visible and why they may be delayed. This includes QI, continuous improvement (Lean/Kaizen/Six Sigma), implementa-
tion/change management, and project/benefits realization research. A structured review protocol was used, consistent with
systematic review reporting principles while recognizing that heterogeneous study designs, settings, and outcome metrics
limit the feasibility of meta-analysis. Therefore, the synthesis approach followed ‘synthesis without meta-analysis’ logic,
relying on transparent extraction and structured narrative integration of findings (Campbell et al., 2020; Page et al., 2021).
For each included academic source, we extracted: definitional statements and operationalizations of ‘impact’ and ‘time-to-
impact’; any explicit timing evidence (e.g., weeks/months/years to adoption, outcome change, or sustained results); and
factors and practices that plausibly influence the speed of benefits realization. The thematic consolidation used a hybrid
coding logic (deductive categories informed by prior research and inductive refinement based on what repeatedly appeared
in the data).

2.2 Definition of impact and time-to-impact

Across the academic literature, impact is most consistently distinguished from outputs and from process/progress indicators.
In QI work, impact is treated as the goal-level outcome change the initiative is intended to produce rather than the internal
activity measures used to manage the project. Mortimer et al. (2018) make this distinction explicit by defining impact in
terms of the original improvement goal (goal-level outcomes), and not as process indicators that merely monitor progress.
In parallel, benefits-realization and project research conceptualizes impact as realized benefits/value for stakeholders that
occur when outputs are actually used. In this view, deliverables do not equal impact; impact is downstream and depends on
utilization, adoption, and stabilization. For example, Zwikael & Huemann (2023) define impact as the effect on stakeholders
attributable to value created through benefits realization, and Zheng & Zwikael (2025) define long-term impact/value
through the realization of project benefits (outputs — outcomes — value — impact). Synthesizing these perspectives for
the present study, we define impact of a quality improvement initiative (QII) as: the realized and sustained improvement in
the initiative’s intended, stakeholder-relevant outcome(s) - operational, financial, social, and/or environmental - attribut-
able to the initiative, and occurring through the adoption and use of the changed process, practice, or system (rather than
merely through delivery of project outputs or completion of activities).

The reviewed literature rarely provides a single, standardized metric for ‘time-to-impact’. Instead, timing is addressed in-
directly through framing the change journey as spanning from inception to benefits realization, and emphasizing that impact
typically lags behind delivery because benefits require adoption and stabilization. For instance, Harrison et al. (2021) sum-
marize change-management models as structured processes ‘from inception of change to benefits realization’, implying that
the time dimension runs beyond implementation. Project/benefits research makes the post-delivery lag explicit: benefits are
realized primarily in a dedicated realization period (often beyond formal project closure), and impact may occur immedi-
ately after completion or only after a long lead time depending on intervention type and context. Zwikael & Huemann
(2023) emphasize that impact timing ranges from immediate to long lead times, and Meredith & Zwikael (2020) describe
the typical post-delivery ‘dip-stabilize-improve’ trajectory, reinforcing why benefits should not be equated with delivery.
At the same time, some QI and continuous improvement studies operationalize timing using proxies such as project duration
(e.g., days from Define to Control in Lean Six Sigma) or program duration (e.g., typical length of a collaborative). These
operationalizations are useful, but they measure time-to-completion or time-to-program-end rather than time-to-realized
impact in the strict benefits sense. Synthesizing these perspectives, we define time-to-impact as: the elapsed calendar time
between the formal start of a quality improvement initiative (inception/launch) and the point at which its intended impact
becomes measurable, credibly attributable to the initiative, and sufficiently stabilized or secured through adoption and
embedding into routine operations. This definition deliberately treats time-to-impact as extending across implementation +
adoption + stabilization, not only the project execution window.

2.3 Actual times-to-impact

A central finding of the review is that the academic literature provides many isolated time windows, but little standardized,
comparable time-to-impact evidence. Harrison et al. (2021), for example, explicitly report that they could not synthesize a
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typical time-to-impact across initiatives because of heterogeneity in scope, outcomes, and reporting; yet their review sur-
faces numerous concrete timing examples across contexts. Nevertheless, the available evidence shows that reported
timeframes range from weeks (local adoption decisions) to multiple years (institutional culture/structure change) and even
multi-decade change cycles (in extreme, multi-system programs). Examples reported include 6 weeks (adoption decision),
3 months, 6 months, 12 months, 18-24 months, 2 years, 3.5 years, 5 years, 7 years, and 18 years; primarily differing by
initiative scale and level (local vs institutional vs system). Outside this broad review evidence, individual improvement-
method studies provide additional timing anchors where the intervention is narrowly scoped and measurement is available.
For instance, Lean Six Sigma laboratory interventions report measurable effects within three months and claim persistence
(Inal et al., 2918), while Six Sigma case evidence reports performance change within three months after solution implemen-
tation (Mittal et al., 2023). For collaboratives, timing is often described as program duration rather than the time to fully
realized outcomes. For example, systematic review evidence on QIIs describes collaboratives typically running 9-18
months, while outcome effects may only become visible later (Zamboni et al., 2020).

The literature does support a bounded form of ballparking, but not a single defensible benchmark. The principal reason is
that studies vary simultaneously in what they call ‘impact’ (process measures versus patient outcomes versus realized ben-
efits/value), the starting point used (project charter, launch, go-live), and the ‘impact achieved’ threshold (first improvement
signal versus sustained/secured benefits). However, if ballpark estimates are framed as broad ranges and explicitly tied to
initiative type/scope, the evidence does justify indicative expectations. Based on the timing patterns reported across the
reviewed studies, the following ranges are defensible as directional guidance (but these should not be considered ‘norms’):

= Local, narrow, process-focused improvements (Lean fixes, standard work, targeted defect reduction): often report first
measurable effects in weeks to ~3 months, especially where indicators are close to the process and data are readily
available.

= Project-based improvements: planned completion targets may be 3-6 months in some organizational settings, but actual
completion can slip; moreover, ‘completion time’ is not identical to ‘impact time’ unless adoption and stabilization are
measured.

* Quality Improvement Collaboratives / multi-site improvement programs: typical program durations are described as ~9-
18 months, while more distal outcomes (e.g., patient outcomes) may require more than 2 years to show clearer signals.

= Institutional/system-level change and culture/structure transformations: reported time windows frequently move into
multi-year horizons (e.g., 2-7 years) and occasionally much longer, reflecting adoption complexity, regulatory environ-
ments, and attribution challenges.

A crucial implication is that a single ‘time-to-impact’ number is not only empirically unsupported; it is also managerially
misleading (Laux et al., 2015; Vissing et al., 2025). A more usable approach is to distinguish between ‘time-to-first meas-
urable effect’ (early signal, often on proximal indicators) and ‘time-to-secured impact’ (stabilized, embedded, and sustained
benefits). The reviewed literature repeatedly implies that the second is structurally longer because it requires adoption,
embedding, and post-delivery benefits governance (Meredith & Zwikael, 2020; Vissing et al., 2025).

2.4 Negative factors

Table 1 presents the academic negative factors that influence time-to-impact, ordered by the frequency with which they
appear in the reviewed studies.

Table 1

Academic factors that influence time-to-impact negatively
Negative factor Description of the factor

% of
sources
Vague or non-measurable benefit definitions and weak scoping/timelines slow both 67
realization and recognition of impact.

Unclear goals / benefits / indicators / unrealistic
timelines

Measurement / data / evaluation weakness Poor baselines/metrics, weak evaluation designs, weak information systems, and high 51
reporting burden delay learning and credible demonstration of gains.

Stakeholder / user involvement & adoption Weak end-user/benefit-owner involvement, adoption frictions, or failure to translate 39

problems benefits into actionable work changes delays post-delivery benefits.

Team stability / skills / training gaps Skill shortages, insufficient training/coaching, turnover, and loss of champions slow 28
execution and undermine continuity.

Culture / resistance / change fatigue Resistance, blame/fear cultures, “not invented here,” and change fatigue slow 26
experimentation, uptake and spread.

Complexity / external environment / regulation Complex multi-component problems, regulated contexts, and external shocks 23
(policy/tech/ COVID) lengthen pathways and attribution.

Leadership / sponsorship lacking Weak sponsorship reduces prioritization, removes fewer barriers, and causes 18
improvement work to be deprioritized.

Resources / time / capacity constraints No slack and competing workload reduce the pace of testing, rollout, and follow-up. 18

Method / tool fidelity issues Wrong tools or inconsistent method use (and weak PM discipline) creates rework and 15

slows progress.

Note: Appendix 1 provides an example of the underlying details of several of the Tables in this article, in this case of the academic
negative factors and the studies these originate from. The Appendices for Table 2 - 6 can be requested from the Author.
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Collectively, these factors describe why improvement initiatives so often experience delayed or ambiguous results: the
pathway to impact is slowed either because organizations do not know exactly what impact should look like (goal ambigu-
ity), cannot credibly see impact (measurement weakness), or cannot reliably realize it through adoption and embedding
(stakeholder and capability barriers).

The most frequently reported negative factor is unclear goals/benefits/indicators/unrealistic timelines. The literature con-
sistently shows that when initiatives begin with vague aims, poorly specified benefits, or weakly scoped timelines, organi-
zations create two delays at once: teams lose focus during execution, and observers cannot agree when ‘impact has occurred.
Benefits-management studies in particular highlight how unrealistic benefit timelines and non-traceable benefit estimates
undermine planning discipline and trigger replanning’, thus pushing impact further out while reducing confidence that the
initiative will ever “pay back.” The second most frequent inhibitor is measurement/data/ evaluation weakness. Here, the
academic message is not merely that “measurement matters” but that weak baselines, low-quality data infrastructures, and
fragile evaluation designs slow the learning cycle and delay credible proof of impact. Reviews of QI research repeatedly
warn that many studies are too short, lack sufficient longitudinal observation, or cannot disentangle real improvement from
background trends; limitations that, in practice, translate into delayed decision-making and prolonged debates about whether
benefits are real. In addition, where measurement systems are immature, the reporting burden increases and improvement
teams spend time “feeding the system” instead of learning from it.

A third cluster concerns the post-delivery adoption lag, captured as stakeholder/user involvement & adoption problems.
Across improvement and benefits-realization research, impact frequently depends on what happens after a solution is de-
livered: users must adopt it, routines must change, and the organization must sustain use long enough for downstream
outcomes to materialize. Studies of digital transformation benefits, for example, emphasize that benefits may emerge grad-
ually over long timeframes and often only after systems have been embedded and optimized, meaning that weak engagement
and weak adoption support is a direct mechanism for delayed impact.

The literature also identifies the delivery system constraints that slow execution capacity. Team stability/skills/training gaps
reflects recurring findings that insufficient improvement competence, lack of coaching, and loss of key champions reduce
speed and continuity. When capabilities are weak, teams spend time learning tools during delivery, make avoidable meth-
odological errors, and struggle to standardize or scale changes thereby stretching the pathway to measurable outcomes.
Next, culture/resistance/change fatigue captures the social friction that slows experimentation and adoption. The literature
repeatedly points to blame cultures, fear of reporting errors, and resistance to new routines as barriers that lengthen im-
provement cycles and reduce the willingness to test and learn. Where psychological safety is low, the organization’s learning
speed decreases; an issue that becomes visible particularly in complex, cross-functional change.

A further set of factors relates to problem and context characteristics. Complexity/external environment/regulation reflects
that multi-component problems and regulated settings often require longer pathways (more stakeholders, more approvals,
more interdependencies) and complicate attribution of outcomes. External shocks — such as policy changes, technology
transitions, or systemic disruptions - can also interrupt improvement trajectories, further delaying observable impact. Fi-
nally, several organizational enablers appear as negative when absent: leadership/sponsorship lacking, resources/time/ca-
pacity constraints, and method/tool fidelity issues. In the literature, weak sponsorship reduces prioritization and barrier
removal; lack of slack means improvement work is crowded out by day-to-day pressure; and inconsistent use of improve-
ment methods increases rework and reduces the pace of iterative learning. Importantly, these factors tend to reinforce one
another: under-resourced teams cut measurement corners, weak sponsorship reduces cross-unit coordination, and low
method fidelity produces results that are hard to sustain and therefore hard to claim as true impact.

2.3 Positive factors

Table 2 presents academic factors that influence time-to-impact positively, again ordered by frequency.

Table 2
Academic factors that influence time-to-impact positively
Positive factor Description % of
sources
Clear goals, indicators, benefits definition Measurable aims, baselines, targets (and time-bounding) improve focus and make 72
early gains visible.
Stakeholder engagement & communication Co-design and communication increase adoption and reduce the post-delivery lag. 51
Measurement & review cadence / data infrastructure Frequent measurement and review rhythms enable fast learning and corrective 39
action.
Training / coaching / capability building Coaching/belts/training speeds problem solving and improves implementation 39
quality.
Governance, accountability, benefit ownership Clear roles/authority and governance keep benefits central through to realization. 36
Leadership / sponsorship Sponsorship removes barriers and ensures resources/priority. 33
Structured method & fidelity Consistent PDSA/DMAIC/Lean use supports rapid iteration and avoids rework. 28
Culture / empowerment / rewards Empowerment and recognition reinforce experimentation and sustainment. 23

Rapid cycles / small-scale tests / MVP / prioritization  Small tests / MVPs can produce earlier wins and shorten learning cycles. 10
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Conceptually, the positive factors largely represent ‘mirror images’ of the negative factors: what slows time-to-impact when
absent, accelerates time-to-impact when present. However, the literature also implies that these accelerators work through
a small number of core mechanisms: shortening learning cycles, reducing adoption friction, and improving the credibility
of early results.

The most frequently reported accelerator is clear goals, indicators, benefits definition. Across QI, implementation, and
benefits-management research, specifying measurable aims, baselines, targets, and time-bounds creates focus and makes
early gains recognizable. Clarity also reduces later renegotiation (“moving goalposts”), thereby protecting momentum and
increasing managerial willingness to continue investing until outcomes stabilize. The second most frequent positive factor
is stakeholder engagement & communication. The literature converges on the idea that impact depends on adoption and
sustained use; therefore, engaging benefit owners and end-users early (co-design, consultation, and continuous communi-
cation) reduces post-delivery lag. In benefits-realization contexts, communicating benefits in stakeholder-relevant terms is
repeatedly described as necessary to trigger behavioral change and to keep benefits from disappearing behind technical
delivery milestones.

A third strong theme is measurement & review cadence/data infrastructure. What matters here is not measurement in gen-
eral, but measurement with a rhythm: frequent review cycles enable rapid sensemaking, timely corrective action, and earlier
recognition of improvement signals. Several reviewed sources explicitly connect short-cycle review (bi-weekly or monthly)
with better outcomes, implying that cadence is a practical lever to compress time-to-impact. Two further accelerators con-
cern competence and control. Training/coaching/capability building appears as a repeated enabler of faster problem solving
and higher implementation quality; and governance, accountability, benefit ownership emphasizes that roles, authority, and
decision rights keep attention on benefit realization through to stabilization. In other words, capability provides the ‘how’,
and governance provides the ‘who stays on it until it sticks’.

Leadership/sponsorship functions as an accelerator because it removes obstacles, secures resources, and maintains priority.
Where leadership is consistent, teams experience fewer resets and less ambiguity, which reduces cycle time from decision
to execution. Finally, the literature stresses disciplined execution. Structured method & fidelity reflects that consistent use
of iterative improvement approaches (such as Lean) supports rapid experimentation and reduces rework. Culture/empow-
erment/rewards accelerates time-to-impact by enabling distributed execution and reinforcing experimentation and sustain-
ment. The least frequently mentioned but still meaningful accelerator is rapid cycles/small-scale tests /minimum viable
product (MVP)/ prioritization, which reflects the logic that small tests and early deliverables can create quick wins and
shorten learning cycles, particularly where uncertainty is high.

2.4 Practices to reduce time-to-impact

While Tables 1 and 2 identify conditions that slow down or speed up time-to-impact, Table 3 distils what the academic
literature describes as practical approaches organizations use to reduce time-to-impact. The practices are reported as higher-
order bundles, because the literature rarely describes single interventions in isolation. Rather, studies tend to describe com-
binations of routines and governance choices that jointly compress the pathway from initiative to measurable benefits.
Appendix 3 provides more details on the practices and the 40 studies they originate from.

Table 3
Academic practices of organizations to reduce time-to-impact
Practice Description No. of

sources
Measurement, tracking, and review Use dashboards/run charts; set review rhythms; monitor in control phase; document and adjust 70
cadence quickly.

Capability building (training/coaching, Deploy training/coaching/mentors/belts; use handbooks and self-learning resources. 43
experts)

Benefits definition, mapping, and Define benefits, KPIs, baselines and target dates; maintain benefit plans as living documents; 33
planning map outcomes to beneficiaries.

Stakeholder/end-user engagement and  Engage benefit owners/users early; run workshops; communicate via line management; support 30
communication adoption.

Integrate into ‘business-as-usual’ &  Plan handover, embed in routines/policies, provide ongoing support so benefits do not slip. 28
sustainment systems

The most prominent practice is measurement, tracking, and review cadence. The academic message is that time-to-impact
shortens when organizations visualize progress (dashboards, run charts), install recurring review routines, and continue
monitoring beyond implementation so that gains can be stabilized and defended against regression. This practice also ad-
dresses a core credibility problem in improvement: without frequent tracking, early gains remain contested and late detection
of failure creates expensive rework. The second practice bundle is capability building (training/coaching, experts). Here,
the literature points to deploying training, coaching, mentors, expert support, and practical resources such as handbooks and
self-learning materials. Capability building shortens time-to-impact by increasing the organization’s ‘improvement through-
put’: teams become able to diagnose faster, avoid common implementation errors, and sustain changes without continuous
external support.
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A third practice is benefits definition, mapping, and planning. Several streams converge on the same principle: organizations
shorten time-to-impact when they define benefits explicitly (including KPIs, baselines, target values, and target dates), keep
benefit plans as living documents, and map outcomes to beneficiaries so that ownership is clear. Benefits-realization re-
search adds that benefit ownership must survive the handover from project to operations; otherwise, impact becomes “eve-
rybody’s goal and nobody’s job”. The fourth practice bundle is stakeholder/end-user engagement and communication. The
reviewed studies repeatedly describe early and continuous engagement of benefit owners and users (e.g., workshops, dia-
logue, line-management communication, and adoption support). The underlying mechanism is straightforward: adoption is
a major component of time-to-impact, so organizations must manage the behavioral and social transition, not only the
technical change. Finally, integrate into ‘business-as-usual’ & sustainment systems emphasizes that organizations reduce
time-to-impact when they plan handover, embed practices into routines and policies, and provide ongoing operational sup-
port so that benefits do not slip after initial implementation. In this view, time-to-impact is not only the time until a first
effect is observed, but also the time until the organization can reliably claim the improvement as stable performance.

3. Research approach

This chapter describes the empirical research approach used to identify which factors and practices influence the time-to-
impact of actual HPO transformations, based on a cross-case analysis of documented HPO cases. The literature-based base-
line (definitions, factors and practices) has already been established in Chapter 2; the focus here is therefore on how the
empirical evidence was collected, coded and synthesized.

3.1 Empirical research design

Methodologically, the empirical study can be characterized as a case survey (also referred to as case study meta-analysis or
large-N cross-case synthesis): a research strategy in which a set of case studies is systematically coded using a common
coding scheme, thereby converting qualitative case evidence into a structured dataset that enables pattern detection across
cases (Jager et al., 2022). This design is particularly appropriate for the present study for three reasons. First, time-to-impact
is typically discussed in case narratives (timing, sequencing, delays, accelerators) rather than in harmonized quantitative
indicators. A case survey design is suited to precisely such conditions: it leverages the richness of case evidence, while
enabling cross-case comparability through systematic coding (Jager et al., 2022). Second, the objective is not to provide a
full causal explanation of one transformation, but to identify recurring delays, accelerators, and time-compressing practices
that appear across diverse HPO transformations. Large-N cross-case designs are increasingly used for this purpose, partic-
ularly where the phenomenon is complex and where the literature needs cumulative evidence beyond single illustrative
cases (Kiss et al., 2024). Third, by coding the same categories in each case and counting recurrence across cases, we can
identify the most commonly reported factors and practices and translate them into a prioritized set of ‘time-to-impact levers’.
This is a pragmatic output format: it does not claim causal effect size, but it does identify what repeatedly appears in trans-
formation reality and therefore deserves managerial attention. Methodologically, this aligns with the logic of structured case
synthesis as a bridge between narrative case evidence and actionable generalizations (Rojon et al., 2021; Rousseau, 2020).

3.2 Sample

The empirical dataset consists of 54 HPO transformation cases, compiled from documented HPO case studies (peer-re-
viewed publications and theses) and practitioner case documentation. A case represents one organization’s HPO transfor-
mation effort as described in a single document (or coherent set of documents) with sufficient empirical detail for structured
coding. The unit of analysis is the organization-level transformation case. This means that the coding captures whether a
given factor/practice is reported as present in that organization’s transformation narrative, not how often it is mentioned
within the narrative. This conservative case-level approach reduces the risk that a small number of lengthy case descriptions
dominate the results.

Cases were included when they contained evidence relevant to at least one of the empirical objectives: delays/barriers
plausibly lengthening time-to-impact; accelerators/enablers plausibly shortening time-to-impact; concrete practices used to
reduce time-to-impact; and/or

explicit timing statements (e.g., time windows, phased trajectories, repeated measurements). This approach follows accepted
sampling principles for qualitative synthesis: inclusion is guided by information value (sufficient detail for coding) rather
than statistical representativeness (Cash et al., 2022).

3.3 Coding framework and analysis procedure

The coding scheme was derived from the categories established in Chapter 2 (negative factors; positive factors; practices).
Empirical coding used a hybrid deductive-inductive logic: deductive coding applied the Chapter 2 categories consistently
across cases, while inductive coding allowed additional categories when case evidence did not fit existing categories; these
were retained as ‘empirical-only’ items and later used in the theory-practice matching (Chapter 5). Hybrid coding is recom-
mended when researchers want to test an existing conceptual structure while still allowing the empirical material to extend
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that structure (Proudfoot, 2022; Robinson & Bailey-Rodriguez, 2025). Each case was processed using the same structured
steps: full reading of the case to identify transformation scope, context, and the sequence of actions; identification of frag-
ments describing delays/barriers, accelerators/enablers, actions taken to speed up impact, and any explicit timing statements;
extracted fragments were assigned to one of three code families (negative factors, or delays; positive factors, or accelerators;
and practices, actions taken to reduce time-to-impact); presence/absence was recorded for each category in each case; and
categories were aggregated across the 54 cases and ranked by recurrence to identify the most frequently reported empirical
patterns.

Frequencies are interpreted as an indicator of recurrence and salience in the empirical material. They do not represent effect
sizes and cannot, by themselves, establish causality. This is consistent with guidance on case survey approaches: the strength
of this method is pattern identification across many cases, while causal inference requires additional designs and/or primary
data (Jager et al., 2022).

3.4 Credibility and consistency safeguards

Because the dataset consists of secondary case documentation, variation in reporting depth and emphasis is unavoidable.
The study therefore used three safeguards to support trustworthiness while keeping the analysis parsimonious. First, each
code was defined in operational terms, with inclusion/exclusion guidance, to reduce ‘category drift’ during coding (Proud-
foot, 2022; Robinson & Bailey-Rodriguez, 2025). Second, coding decisions and codebook refinements were documented
so that the analytical process remains traceable, an established safeguard in structured qualitative synthesis (Carcary, 2020).
Third, to prevent over-weighting of verbose cases, a factor/practice was counted once per case (present/absent). This sup-
ports comparability across heterogencous case narratives and is consistent with the reliability concerns highlighted in
large-N case survey research (Jager et al., 2022). In combination, these choices allowed the empirical analysis to deliver
what this article needs: a structured overview of the most frequently reported delays, accelerators, and time-to-impact re-
duction practices in HPO transformations, suitable for comparison with the literature-based baseline in Chapter 5.

4. Empirical results

This section reports the empirical patterns observed across the coded HPO transformation cases. The objective is to identify
which conditions repeatedly slow down the realization of impact (negative factors), which conditions repeatedly speed it
up (positive factors), and which practices organizations use to shorten the pathway from “starting the transformation” to
“seeing and securing measurable results.” The results are presented in three frequency-ordered tables. Each table lists the
factor/practice, the mechanism by which it influences time-to-impact, and how often it was observed in the coded empirical
material (“%”).

4.1 Empirical negative factors

This section focuses on the empirically observed barriers that repeatedly lengthen time-to-impact in HPO transformations.
These barriers typically operate by delaying adoption, slowing decision-to-action cycles, weakening execution discipline,
and making early benefits less visible or less credible.

Table 4
Empirical negative factors

Negative factor How it slows time-to-impact %
Poor change communication / weak information flow / lack of =~ Misunderstanding, reduced trust, slower adoption and coordination 75
dialogue mechanisms

Weak follow-up / accountability / review discipline Drift, delayed decisions, unfinished actions; slow learning loops 65
Inconsistent leadership / mixed messages / management Resetting priorities; ambiguity; rework; slower decision-to-action 62
turnover or lack of leadership attention

Weak performance measurement/reporting (KPI  Unclear progress; slower steering and delayed recognition of gains 62
design/visibility; performance monitoring lacking)

Low buy-in / engagement (incl. difficulty involving employees  Adoption delays; slower implementation and sustainment 49

or members)

Insufficient time/capacity for improvement (too busy / too fast
to learn)

Improvement work crowded out; slower implementation and benefit 45

capture

Weak internal collaboration / silos Coordination delays; slow execution and diffusion 40
External disruptions and turbulent context (COVID, legislation,  Interruptions; reduced continuity; longer ‘time to stabilize’ 37
donor/funding shocks, economic headwinds)

Insufficient decisiveness with non-performers / low Persistent drag; slower culture shift and throughput 34
performance tolerated / weak accountability

Turnover / staffing instability (loss of continuity) Loss of champions/knowledge; slows execution and re-learning 29
Starting too many initiatives / not finishing / poor preparation  Initiative pile-up; rework; benefits pushed out 28
(complexity burden)

Rigid procedures / bureaucracy / over-formalization that Slow execution; “process friction” 25
impedes operations

Low tolerance for mistakes / punitive response to errors Reduces experimentation and learning speed; slows improvement cycles 23
Slow decision-making due to too many layers / approval steps  Longer decision lead-times 15
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A first and striking empirical message is that the most frequently reported delays are not primarily technical (e.g., wrong
improvement tool), but social and managerial infrastructure problems: communication breakdown, weak follow-up, incon-
sistent leadership, and weak measurement/reporting dominate the list. The implication is that many HPO transformations
lose time-to-impact because organizations cannot keep people aligned, cannot close the loop on actions, and cannot make
progress visible early enough to sustain momentum. The single most frequent barrier in this respect is poor change com-
munication and weak dialogue mechanisms. In the cases, this typically manifests as employees not understanding the trans-
formation intent, not seeing the link between HPO actions and their day-to-day work, or not having safe channels to surface
obstacles and misunderstandings. Time-to-impact is then delayed through slower adoption, slower coordination across units,
and repeated re-explaining or reworking of decisions. The second and third barriers - weak follow-up/accountability and
inconsistent leadership/mixed messages - describe a closely related mechanism: even when plans exist, implementation
often slows because actions are not tracked to completion, priorities shift, and barriers remain unresolved. In practice, these
conditions prolong the ‘middle’ of the transformation: initiatives keep running, but tangible impact is repeatedly pushed out
because the organization does not move from discussion to sustained execution quickly enough.

A fourth major inhibitor is weak performance measurement and reporting. This slows time-to-impact in two ways. First,
weak measurement slows steering (the organization discovers problems late). Second, and crucial for time-to-impact, weak
measurement delays the moment at which the organization can credibly claim “this is working.” In many cases, impact is
not only late; it is also contested because the evidence base is insufficiently visible and shared.

A second cluster of delays concerns adoption capacity and execution bandwidth: low buy-in, insufficient time/capacity, and
siloed collaboration. These factors push out the adoption-and-embedding period which, in the time-to-impact definition
used in this study, is a core component of when impact becomes both measurable and secured. Put simply: if people do not
engage, if units do not cooperate, and if improvement work is “extra on top of the day job,” then the path to stabilized
impact becomes structurally longer. Finally, the lower-frequency factors highlight additional ways transformations lose
speed: turbulence in the external context interrupts trajectories; tolerance of non-performance creates persistent drag; turn-
over removes continuity and forces relearning; initiative overload (“starting too much”) spreads attention thin; bureaucracy
and slow approval cycles add friction; and punitive responses to mistakes reduce experimentation speed. Taken together,
the negative factors portray delayed time-to-impact as a compounded phenomenon: once communication is weak and fol-
low-up is weak, measurement credibility suffers, engagement falls, and initiative overload becomes more likely, pushing
measurable and secured impact further out.

4.2 Empirical positive factors
This section presents the empirically observed accelerators of time-to-impact: conditions that repeatedly help organizations

translate transformation effort into earlier and more credible results. In many cases, these accelerators operate as mirror
images of the delays: what slows down time-to-impact when absent tends to speed it up when present.

Table 5

Empirical factors that influence time-to-impact positively
Positive factor How it accelerates time-to-impact %
Strong communication & knowledge-sharing mechanisms Faster alignment and adoption; quicker problem-solving 91
Regular review cadence & closed feedback loops Shorter learning cycles; earlier correction 86
Transparent measurement/reporting of performance (KPIs, Faster steering; earlier visibility of impact 68
financial info)
Cross-unit collaboration / breaking silos Faster end-to-end execution; quicker spread of improvements 63
Capability building / leadership development (training, Faster implementation quality and diffusion 57
coaching, talent development)
Management commitment & consistency Faster decisions; barrier removal; sustained priority 57
Employee empowerment & ownership Distributed execution; faster uptake in daily work 49
Clear strategy + long-term focus Prevents churn; concentrates effort 49
Leamning & psychological safety (allow mistakes, openness to  Faster experimentation and iteration 42
change)
Internal champions / HPO Coaches (capability built internally)  More ownership and “change throughput” 40
Finish-what-you-start / project portfolio discipline Fewer half-finished initiatives; faster realization 37
Ethical environment / ethical & fair leadership Trust reduces defensiveness; speeds cooperation 6
Balance of flexibility and discipline Flexibility enables tailoring; discipline ensures follow-through 3

The strongest empirical accelerators cluster around one core idea: speed comes from disciplined communication and disci-
plined feedback. The two most frequent accelerators - strong communication/knowledge-sharing and regular review ca-
dence/closed feedback loops - point to the importance of maintaining continuous alignment and keeping the transformation
in motion through recurring sensemaking and follow-up. Where such mechanisms exist, misunderstandings are resolved
earlier, obstacles are escalated faster, and improvements do not ‘sit in limbo’ between decision and execution. A second
theme is making performance visible. Transparent measurement and reporting repeatedly appear as accelerators because
they reduce ambiguity: teams can see whether interventions work, leaders can steer faster, and stakeholders gain confidence
that effort is producing results. This transparency also helps prevent restarting debates about whether a change is necessary
or whether it is working; debates which, in many transformations, consume time and erode momentum.
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A third recurring accelerator is cross-unit collaboration. HPO transformations typically require coordinated behavior
change across organizational boundaries. Where silos are reduced and collaboration is actively strengthened, the end-to-
end pathway (handoffs, adoption, standardization, diffusion) becomes faster, thus compressing the time between local im-
provements and organization-wide measurable impact. Capabilities and leadership also show up clearly. Capability building
and leadership development, management commitment and consistency, and internal champions/HPO Coaches all point to
the same mechanism: transformations accelerate when the organization increases its internal change throughput. Leaders
remove barriers and keep priorities stable; coaches and champions help units translate goals into practice; and overall com-
petence reduces rework and accelerates diffusion.

Finally, the list shows that time-to-impact is not only operational but also cultural. Employee empowerment and ownership
accelerate uptake because action does not need to wait for top-down instruction. Learning and psychological safety accel-
erates time-to-impact by enabling faster experimentation and adjustment. Although less frequently reported, ethical and
fair leadership appears as an additional trust mechanism: in some cases, impact arrives faster when people perceive deci-
sion-making and accountability as fair, reducing defensiveness and political delay. The empirical-only factor balance of
flexibility and discipline is noteworthy despite its low frequency: it suggests that acceleration is not achieved by discipline
alone. HPO transformations often require tailoring interventions to local realities (flexibility), while simultaneously main-
taining follow-through (discipline). Where one dominates the other (either rigidity or uncontrolled flexibility), time-to-
impact may lengthen.

4.3 Empirical practices to reduce time-to-impact
This section shifts from conditions (‘factors’) to what organizations actually do to shorten time-to-impact. Practices repre-

sent observable interventions (routines, governance choices, structures, and enabling mechanisms) that aim to reduce delay
between starting an HPO transformation and achieving measurable, credible and sustained improvements.

Table 6
Empirical methods to reduce time-to-impact

Practice Description %

Create routine communication + review forums (cadence) Builds recurring feedback loops (updates, reflection, problem surfacing) 100
to keep execution moving

Increase measurement transparency and performance reporting  Makes progress visible; improves steering speed (KPls, dashboards, 82
reporting)

Develop leadership and clarify roles/accountabilities Reduces ambiguity; speeds decisions and follow-through 77

Create open-door policy and structured dialogue channels Lowers friction; speeds issue escalation and resolution 68

Strengthen cross-unit collaboration (break silos) Reduces handoff delays; accelerates adoption across units 60

Allocate protected time/resources for improvement (slack, Ensures improvement is not “extra”; accelerates implementation 46

budget, tools) capacity

Educate/onboard people on HPO and improvement approach Speeds understanding and alignment (training, playbooks, induction) 60

Adopt ‘finish what you started’ discipline + close PDCA / Prevents initiative pile-up; shortens cycle time to stabilized results 49

portfolio management

Allocate protected time/resources for improvement (slack, Ensures improvement is not “extra”; accelerates implementation 46

budget, tools) capacity

Install internal HPO coaches / champions (and build enough  Creates “change capacity,” local ownership, faster diffusion 42

capacity)

Use recognition/symbolic interventions and team-building to  Sustains engagement and momentum 34

reinforce change

Pilot / phased rollout to learn then scale Reduces overwhelm, builds proof-of-concept, shortens learning cycles 8

Reduce bureaucracy / simplify procedures Shortens approval cycles; reduces “process friction” and accelerates 8
execution

Ethics & integrity system (codes, whistleblowing protection, Reduces fear/favoritism and increases trust — faster cooperation 6

fair hiring)

Reduce bureaucracy / simplify procedures Shortens approval cycles; reduces “process friction” and accelerates 8
execution

Build support networks to counter alienation Reduces isolation and restores discretionary effort 2

The most frequently reported practice is the deliberate creation of routine communication and review forum, or in other
words: building a transformation cadence. This practice directly addresses the most frequently observed delays in Table 4:
weak information flow and weak follow-up. When organizations institutionalize recurring meetings, review rhythms, and
structured reflection, they reduce drift, shorten escalation paths, and maintain momentum. The second practice is measure-
ment transparency and performance reporting. In many transformations, impact is delayed not only because results are late,
but because they are not visible or credible. By increasing transparency (dashboards, KPIs, financial information), organi-
zations accelerate the moment when stakeholders can see progress and leaders can steer in near-real time. This is a direct
time-to-impact lever because it shortens both learning cycles and credibility-building cycles. A third cluster of practices
targets the governance and leadership backbone: develop leadership and clarify roles/accountabilities, alongside open-door
policies and structured dialogue channels. These practices work by removing ambiguity (“who decides/owns/follows up”),
speeding decision-making, and enabling fast problem surfacing. In effect, they reduce the decision-to-action delay and
reduce the risk that obstacles remain hidden until they become crises.
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The next set of practices focuses on diffusion and adoption speed: strengthening cross-unit collaboration, educat-
ing/onboarding people on HPO, and installing internal coaches/champions. These practices build both competence and
social alignment, enabling organizations to move from ‘isolated improvement’ to ‘spread and embed’ which is essential if
impact is defined as secured and stabilized rather than merely an early signal. The finish what you started discipline and
portfolio management practice is particularly important as an explicit response to initiative overload. It operationalizes
prioritization, reduces fragmentation, and prevents benefits from being pushed out by perpetual restarts. Similarly, allocat-
ing protected time/resources (slack) addresses a structural barrier: when improvement work has no protected capacity, the
organization cannot reliably compress time-to-impact, regardless of intent. Finally, several less frequently reported practices
address deeper cultural and institutional mechanisms: recognition and team-building as sustainment levers; piloting and
phased rollout as learning-and-scale accelerators; bureaucracy reduction as friction removal; and ethics/integrity systems as
trust-building infrastructure. Even though these are less frequently reported, they clarify that speed is not merely about
working harder; it is also about removing fear, friction, and fragmentation.

5. Matching theory with practice

This section compares the literature-based patterns (section 2) with the empirical patterns observed in the HPO case evi-
dence (section 4). The aim is to identify where academic findings and practice-based evidence converge, where they diverge,
and which additional time-to-impact mechanisms emerge empirically that are not strongly represented in the academic
synthesis. The comparison is presented in three matching tables: negative factors (Table 7), positive factors (Table 8), and
practices (Table 9). Each table maps the empirically observed items to the most relevant academic category.

5.1 Match of theoretical with empirical factors negative influencing time-to-impact

This section assesses how the empirically observed delays (Table 4) align with the academic negative factor categories
(Table 1). Table 7 provides the mapping of empirical negative factors to academic negative factors.

Table 7

Match of the negative factors
Empirical negative factor
Poor change communication / weak information flow / lack of dialogue
mechanisms
Low buy-in / engagement (incl. difficulty involving employees or members)
Job alienation / isolation / meaninglessness

Academic negative factor
Stakeholder / user involvement & adoption problems

Stakeholder / user involvement & adoption problems
Culture / resistance / change fatigue

Weak follow-up / accountability / review discipline

Starting too many initiatives / not finishing / poor preparation (complexity
burden)

Weak internal collaboration / silos / “islands”

Weak performance measurement/reporting (KPI design/visibility; performance
monitoring lacking)

Inconsistent leadership / mixed messages / management turnover or lack of
leadership attention

Slow decision-making due to too many layers / approval steps

Insufficient time/capacity for improvement (too busy / too fast to learn)

No budget/resources allocated for improvement work

Turnover / staffing instability (loss of continuity)

Low tolerance for mistakes / punitive response to errors

Lack of ethical environment / favoritism / political interference

Insufficient decisiveness with non-performers / low performance tolerated / weak
accountability

External disruptions and turbulent context (COVID, legislation, donor/funding
shocks, economic headwinds)

Rigid procedures / bureaucracy / over-formalization that impedes operations
Weak environmental scanning / market monitoring (sensing weakness)

Method / tool fidelity issues
Method / tool fidelity issues

Method / tool fidelity issues
Measurement / data / evaluation weakness

Leadership / sponsorship lacking

Leadership / sponsorship lacking
Resources / time / capacity constraints
Resources / time / capacity constraints
Team stability / skills / training gaps
Culture / resistance / change fatigue
Culture / resistance / change fatigue
Culture / resistance / change fatigue

Complexity / external environment / regulation

Complexity / external environment / regulation
Complexity / external environment / regulation

Overall, the mapping shows strong conceptual alignment: most empirical delays can be interpreted as concrete, practice-
level manifestations of the academic categories. In particular, the empirical dominance of communication, engagement,
leadership consistency, follow-up discipline, and measurement credibility maps well onto the academic clusters of adoption
barriers, leadership/sponsorship weakness, method/fidelity problems, and measurement weakness. However, the compari-
son also reveals an important mismatch: the academic literature’s most frequent inhibitor - unclear goals/benefits/indica-
tors/unrealistic timelines - is not clearly visible as a distinct empirical barrier in the HPO case material (Holgeid et al., 2022;
Paton-Romero et al., 2025). A plausible interpretation is that HPO transformations often begin with an HPO diagnosis and
an improvement agenda that is already framed (i.e., the attention points), which may reduce explicit discussion of goal
ambiguity. Another possibility is reporting bias: case narratives may focus on execution difficulties (communication, fol-
low-up, leadership) rather than on early-stage benefit specification (Vissing et al., 2025). Either way, from a time-to-impact
perspective, this is a potentially important lacuna: if benefits and indicators are not explicitly defined and time-bounded,
organizations may still struggle to recognize and secure early impact, even if the case narratives do not label this as “unclear
benefits’ (Franken et al., 2024; Holgeid et al., 2022).
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A second noteworthy pattern is how ‘method/tool fidelity issues’ absorbs multiple empirical barriers (weak follow-up, too
many initiatives, silos). This suggests that, in practice, ‘method fidelity’ is not only about technical correctness of an im-
provement tool; it is also about execution discipline and closure (finishing cycles, following up, coordinating across units)
(Backhouse & Ogunlayi, 2020; Laux et al., 2015). This points to a practical refinement: time-to-impact may be more sen-
sitive to the organization’s capacity to close loops than to its choice of formal improvement methodology (Vissing et al.,
2025; Williams et al., 2019). Finally, the mapping highlights the role of cultural and ethical conditions. Empirical issues
such as punitive responses to mistakes, favoritism/political interference, and tolerance of non-performance map onto the
academic culture/resistance/change fatigue category, but with a sharper emphasis on fairness and accountability as time-
to-impact mechanisms. In other words: in the HPO cases, time-to-impact is delayed not only by generic resistance, but also
by conditions that undermine trust and learning speed (Vissing et al., 2025; Williams et al., 2019).

5.2 Match of theoretical with empirical factors positively influencing time-to-impact

This section assesses how the empirically observed accelerators (Table 5) align with the academic positive factor categories
(Table 2). Table 8 presents the mapping.

Table 8
Match of the positive factors

Empirical positive factor

Academic positive factor

Strong communication & knowledge-sharing mechanisms

Regular review cadence & closed feedback loops

Transparent measurement/reporting of performance (KPIs, financial info)
Capability building / leadership development (training, coaching, talent
development)

Internal champions / HPO coaches (capability built internally)

Management commitment & consistency

Clear strategy + long-term focus

Finish-what-you-start / project portfolio discipline

Cross-unit collaboration / breaking silos

Stakeholder engagement & communication
Measurement & review cadence / data infrastructure
Measurement & review cadence / data infrastructure
Training / coaching / capability building

Training / coaching / capability building
Leadership / sponsorship

Clear goals, indicators, benefits definition
Governance, accountability, benefit ownership
Governance, accountability, benefit ownership

Employee empowerment & ownership

Learning & psychological safety (allow mistakes, openness to change)
Incentives/recognition & performance management

Ethical environment / ethical & fair leadership

Balance of flexibility and discipline

Culture / empowerment / rewards
Culture / empowerment / rewards
Culture / empowerment / rewards
Culture / empowerment / rewards
Empirical-only

The alignment is strong: the core accelerators in the HPO cases match the academic emphasis on stakeholder engagement,
measurement cadence and infrastructure, capability building, governance/ownership, leadership sponsorship, and enabling
culture. Importantly, the empirical emphasis on communication and review cadence reinforces a central practical lesson:
time-to-impact accelerates when organizations build continuous alignment mechanisms and fast learning loops (Paton-
Romero et al., 2025). At the same time, the comparison reveals two subtler divergences. First, the academic category struc-
tured method & fidelity is not strongly reflected as a distinct empirical positive factor. This does not mean methods are
irrelevant; rather, the case evidence suggests that organizations talk less about method labels and more about the underlying
operating system: cadence, follow-up, communication, leadership consistency, and internal capability. In other words, prac-
tice appears to frame “what accelerates impact” more as management discipline than as the formal adoption of a named
toolset (Laux et al., 2015; Meredith & Zwikael, 2020).

Second, the academic literature includes a category on rapid cycles/small-scale tests/MVP/prioritization, while the HPO
accelerators emphasize a broader portfolio discipline (“finish what you start”) rather than explicit rapid experimentation
language. This again suggests a difference in vocabulary and reporting: HPO case narratives may describe rapid learning
implicitly (through cadences and pilots) rather than as an explicit ‘M VP logic’ (Delisle et al., 2025; Naughton et al., 2024).
The empirical-only accelerator balance of flexibility and discipline provides a useful refinement. Academic lists often treat
discipline (‘fidelity’) as uniformly positive, yet the cases suggest that discipline alone is insufficient: transformations also
need contextual tailoring and adaptability. This points to a time-to-impact mechanism that is under-specified in the literature
baseline: speed may be highest when the organization maintains follow-through discipline while allowing local flexibility
in how the HPO agenda is realized (Isik et al., 2024; Vissing et al., 2025).

5.3 Match of theoretical with empirical practices reducing time-to-impact

This section compares academic ‘what organizations do’ practices (Table 3) with the empirically observed HPO practices
(Table 6). Table 9 presents the mapping. The strongest convergence lies in the top two academic practice bundles: meas-
urement/tracking/review cadence and capability building. In the HPO case evidence, organizations frequently operational-
ize these bundles through concrete routines: recurring review forums, transparent dashboards, structured dialogue channels,
leadership development, onboarding, and internal coaches/champions. This reinforces a key practical conclusion: time-to-
impact is shortened when organizations deliberately build an operating rhythm that combines learning, accountability, and
capability (Delisle et al., 2025; Williams et al., 2025).
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A revealing divergence concerns the academic practice bundle benefits definition, mapping, and planning. In the HPO
empirical practice list, there is no equally explicit, benefits-management-style practice (KPIs/baselines/benefit maps/benefit
plans) presented as such. Instead, the closest empirical equivalent is finish-what-you-start discipline and closing
PDCA/portfolio management. This suggests that HPO transformations may manage benefit realization implicitly through
execution discipline rather than explicitly through benefits mapping language. From a time-to-impact lens, that is both a
finding and a potential improvement opportunity: explicit benefit definition and indicator planning may strengthen the
credibility and measurability of early impact in HPO transformations, even if execution discipline is already emphasized

(Creswell et al., 2022).

Table 9
Match of the practices

Empirical practice

Academic practice

Create routine communication + review forums (cadence)

Increase measurement transparency and performance reporting
Educate/onboard people on HPO and improvement approach

Develop leadership and clarify roles/accountabilities

Install internal HPO coaches / champions (and build enough capacity)

Adopt ‘finish what you started’ discipline + close PDCA / portfolio management
Strengthen cross-unit collaboration (break silos)

Allocate protected time/resources for improvement (slack, budget, tools)
Reduce bureaucracy / simplify procedures

Ethics & integrity system (codes, whistleblowing protection, fair hiring)
Create open-door policy and structured dialogue channels

Use recognition/symbolic interventions and team-building to reinforce change
Build support networks to counter alienation

Pilot / phased rollout to learn then scale

Balance flexibility and discipline explicitly

Measurement, tracking, and review cadence
Measurement, tracking, and review cadence
Capability building (training/coaching, experts)
Capability building (training/coaching, experts)
Capability building (training/coaching, experts)
Benefits definition, mapping, and planning

Integrate into BAU & sustainment systems

Integrate into BAU & sustainment systems

Integrate into BAU & sustainment systems

Integrate into BAU & sustainment systems
Stakeholder/end-user engagement and communication
Stakeholder/end-user engagement and communication
Stakeholder/end-user engagement and communication
Empirical-only

Empirical-only

The mapping also highlights that the academic bundle integrate into BAU ("business-as-usual’) & sustainment systems cor-
responds in practice to a diverse set of structural actions: allocating slack, strengthening cross-unit collaboration, reducing
bureaucracy, and installing ethics/integrity systems. This indicates that integration into BAU is not a single activity but a
set of institutionalization mechanisms that reduce friction and prevent regression, thereby shortening the time until impact
can be considered secured. Finally, two empirical-only practices stand out: pilot/phased rollout and explicit balancing of
flexibility and discipline. These practices resonate with ‘rapid cycles’ logic (Delisle et al., 2025; Zamboni et al., 2020) but
are more concretely described in the HPO cases as ways to avoid overwhelm, learn before scaling, and maintain follow-
through while tailoring locally. Their empirical emergence suggests that time-to-impact may be accelerated by sequencing
choices (pilot — learn — scale) and by governance choices that explicitly balance standardization with local adaptation
(Alade et al., 2022; Naughton et al., 2024).

5.4 Overall analysis

Taken together, the comparison between academic synthesis and HPO case evidence yields four main insights. First, there
is strong convergence on the core drivers of speed: communication/engagement, measurement and review cadence, capa-
bility building, and leadership sponsorship appear as foundational in both streams. This supports a robust inference: regard-
less of sector or transformation label, time-to-impact is accelerated when the organization can align people continuously,
see progress credibly and frequently, and close execution loops with accountable follow-up. Second, the HPO case evidence
places particularly strong emphasis on cadence and follow-through discipline as the practical engine of time-to-impact. In
the case narratives, speed is less about adopting a formal improvement method and more about building routines that prevent
drift: recurring review forums, clear accountability, leadership consistency, and internal champions. This suggests that ac-
ademic ‘method fidelity’ categories may be refined by distinguishing tool choice from loop closure discipline as separate
time-to-impact mechanisms (Backhouse & Ogunlayi, 2020).

Third, a notable lacuna emerges around explicit benefits definition and time-bounding. The academic literature foregrounds
unclear goals/benefits/indicators as a dominant inhibitor, yet this is not strongly visible as a distinct empirical HPO barrier
or practice. This mismatch may be partly contextual (HPO transformations framed as “improve attention points” rather than
“deliver benefits maps”), but it also indicates a practical risk: without explicit benefit specification and measurable targets,
organizations may struggle to demonstrate early impact credibly even if they execute many HPO actions. One theoretical
contribution of this study is therefore to make explicit that time-to-impact is a function not only of execution speed, but also
of impact definability and demonstrability (Pereira et al., 2022). Fourth, the HPO evidence adds two refinements that de-
serve theoretical attention: the role of ethics and perceived fairness (trust as a speed mechanism), and the need to balance
flexibility and discipline (avoid both rigid bureaucracy and uncontrolled local variation) (de Waal et al., 2026). These re-
finements point toward a more nuanced view of acceleration: time-to-impact is shortened not merely by more control, but
by creating an environment in which people can speak up, learn quickly, and still deliver consistently (Endalamaw et al.,
2024; Vissing et al., 2025).
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Overall, section 4 and section 5 together suggest that a practical, prioritized set of time-to-impact levers for HPO transfor-
mations is likely to include: building a strong cadence of communication and review, making performance transparent early,
enforcing follow-through and portfolio discipline (“finish what you start”), building internal capability and champions,
protecting capacity for improvement, and removing friction and fear (bureaucracy, punitive responses, unfairness). These
levers are not presented as universal guarantees, but as empirically recurrent mechanisms that plausibly compress the path-
way from transformation activity to measurable, credible, and sustained impact.

6. Conclusion, contributions, limitations and future research

This study addressed the research question Which factors and organizational practices influence (delay or accelerate) the
time-to-impact of HPO transformation initiatives, and how do these empirically observed factors and practices align with
the academic literature on time-to-impact in quality improvement initiatives? Across the HPO case evidence, time-to-im-
pact is most consistently delayed by breakdowns in the managerial infrastructure that converts intention into execution:
weak change communication and dialogue, weak follow-up and accountability, inconsistent leadership, and weak perfor-
mance measurement/reporting. Conversely, time-to-impact is consistently accelerated when organizations install a trans-
formation ‘operating rthythm’ (Delisle et al., 2025; Meredith & Zwikael, 2020; Paton-Romero et al., 2025): strong commu-
nication and knowledge sharing, a regular review cadence with closed feedback loops, and transparent performance report-
ing, supported by cross-unit collaboration, capability building, and management commitment/consistency. The empirical
practices that most frequently appear as time-to-impact reducers mirror these accelerators: organizations build cadence
through routine communication/review forums, make performance visible early through dashboards and reporting, clarify
accountabilities, open structured dialogue channels, strengthen collaboration, develop leaders and internal coaches, and
enforce ‘finish what you start’ discipline. In comparison with the literature baseline, the findings show substantial conver-
gence around communication, review cadence, and measurement credibility as core levers, while also suggesting that HPO
narratives emphasize execution discipline and cadence more than formal method labels, and surface additional nuances
(e.g., the need to balance flexibility and discipline, and the role of perceived fairness) that deserve more explicit theorizing
in the time-to-impact literature.

The study contributes theoretically by positioning time-to-impact as a distinct and practically consequential dimension of
improvement effectiveness (next to “did it work?” and “did it last?”’), and by integrating adjacent literatures (quality im-
provement, change/implementation, and benefits realization) into a consolidated baseline that explicitly foregrounds the
timing of benefit realization. The cross-case HPO synthesis adds a practice-grounded refinement to this baseline: it suggests
that time-to-impact is less driven by method labels than by the presence of an execution infrastructure that repeatedly closes
loops (cadence, transparency, follow-up discipline, and capability). Practically, the study offers an empirically prioritized
set of time-to-impact levers that can be used as a diagnostic and design tool by leaders: strengthen communication and
dialogue to reduce adoption friction, make performance visible early and credibly, institutionalize review rhythms and ac-
countability to prevent drift, and build internal capability and cross-unit collaboration so that improvements can diffuse and
become secured rather than remaining isolated local wins.

Several limitations should be taken into account when interpreting these conclusions. First, the empirical component is
based on a case survey of secondary case documentation, which inevitably varies in detail, emphasis, and completeness;
therefore, frequency signals recurrence in reporting rather than true prevalence of factors in the organizations. Second, the
analysis is designed to identify recurring patterns, not to estimate effect sizes or make causal claims; the tables show what
is commonly reported alongside faster/slower impact realization, not what is proven to cause shorter time-to-impact. Third,
because many cases describe transformation journeys without standardized measurement of ‘impact achieved’, the evidence
is more robust for drivers of acceleration/delay than for a precise quantification of actual time-to-impact (in months/years)
across initiatives.

Future research can build on this study in three directions. First, the field would benefit from primary, longitudinal designs
that explicitly measure time-to-impact using a shared operationalization (and preferably distinguishing time-to-first meas-
urable effect from time-to-secured/stabilized impact), so that evidence can move from plausible mechanisms to comparative
timing estimates across initiative types. Second, researchers should test the time-to-impact levers suggested here - cadence,
transparency, follow-up discipline, capability building, and cross-unit collaboration - using designs that strengthen causal
inference (e.g., mixed-method process tracing across comparable units, quasi-experimental rollouts, or repeated measures
of adoption and outcome stabilization). Third, because the theory-practice comparison suggests that explicit benefits defi-
nition and time-bounding may be less visible in HPO case narratives than in the academic baseline, targeted studies should
examine whether this is a reporting artifact or a substantive gap in HPO transformation practice, and whether introducing
more explicit benefits-realization governance measurably shortens the time until impact becomes both credible and secured.
Together, these research directions can turn time-to-impact from a recognized managerial concern into a more cumulative
and testable stream of improvement knowledge.
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Appendix 1. Academic factors that influence time-to-impact negatively

Negative factor

Description of the factor

References

Unclear goals / benefits /
indicators / unrealistic
timelines

Vague or non-measurable benefit definitions and weak
scoping/timelines slow both realization and recognition of
impact.

26 studies: Alade (2022); Benedek (2025); Berg (2023); Cresswell (2022); Delisle (2025); Endalamaw (2024);
Franken (2024); Harrison (2021); Holgeid (2021); Holgeid (2022); Isik (2024); Li (2025); Mamabolo (2022);
Manders (2015); Marin (2009); Meredith (2020); Nevedal (2024); Paton-Romero (2025); Pereira (2022); Schouten
(2010); Serra (2015); Vissing (2025); Williams (2019); Williams (2025); Zheng (2025); Zwikael (2023).

Measurement / data /
evaluation weakness

Poor baselines/metrics, weak evaluation designs, weak
information systems, and high reporting burden delay learning
and credible demonstration of gains.

20 studies: Alexander (2009); Berg (2023); Cresswell (2022); Delisle (2025); Endalamaw (2024); Franken (2024);
Gebeyehu (2022); Holgeid (2021); Holgeid (2022); Isik (2024); Knudsen (2019); Mamabolo (2022); Marin (2009);
Meredith (2020); Naughton (2024); Schouten (2010); Serra (2015); Wagstaff (2023); Williams (2025); Zwikael
(2023).

Stakeholder / user
involvement & adoption
problems

Weak end-user/benefit-owner involvement, adoption frictions, or
failure to translate benefits into actionable work changes delays
post-delivery benefits.

15 studies: Alade (2022); Berg (2023); Cresswell (2022); Delisle (2025); Holgeid (2021); Holgeid (2022); Isik
(2024); Mamabolo (2022); Meredith (2020); Patén-Romero (2025); Pereira (2022); Vissing (2025); Williams (2019);
Zheng (2025); Zwikael (2023).

Team stability / skills /
training gaps

Skill shortages, insufficient training/coaching, turnover, and loss
of champions slow execution and undermine continuity.

11 studies: Endalamaw (2024); Holgeid (2021); Holgeid (2022); Inal (2018); Laux (2015); Mamabolo (2022);
Manders (2015); Nevedal (2024); Naughton (2024); Paton-Romero (2025); Vissing (2025).

Culture / resistance / change
fatigue

Resistance, blame/fear cultures, “not invented here,” and change
fatigue slow experimentation, uptake and spread.

10 studies: Backhouse (2020); Endalamaw (2024); Franken (2024); Harrison (2021); Marin (2009); Naughton (2024);
Ramirez-Zavala (2024); Schouten (2010); Wagstaff (2023); Zwikael (2023).

Complexity / external
environment / regulation

Complex multi-component problems, regulated contexts, and
external shocks (policy/tech/ COVID) lengthen pathways and
attribution.

9 studies: Alade (2022); Cresswell (2022); Harrison (2021); Isik (2024); Manders (2015); Nevedal (2024); Schouten
(2010); Vissing (2025); Williams (2025).

Leadership / sponsorship
lacking

Weak sponsorship reduces prioritization, removes fewer barriers,
and causes improvement work to be deprioritized.

7 studies: Berg (2023); Endalamaw (2024); Franken (2024); Manders (2015); Nevedal (2024); Ramirez-Zavala
(2024); Zwikael (2023).

Resources / time / capacity
constraints

No slack and competing workload reduce the pace of testing,
rollout, and follow-up.

7 studies: Cresswell (2022); Endalamaw (2024); Franken (2024); Marin (2009); Nevedal (2024); Ramirez-Zavala
(2024); Vissing (2025).

Method / tool fidelity issues

Wrong tools or inconsistent method use (and weak PM
discipline) creates rework and slows progress.

6 studies: Backhouse (2020); Knudsen (2019); Laux (2015); Naughton (2024); Wagstaff (2023); Zwikael (2023).
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