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There’s been disruption all around us. Over the past three decades, 

the rise of high speed internet as well as exponential growth of 

computational power and the ever-decreasing costs of storage have 

drastically changed how we live, what we interact with, and how 

businesses operate. The democratization of data and technology 

give us all easier access to things we had never imagined before.  

Organizations now push boundaries and disrupt the status quo

However, the creative disruption process is not always easy or 

straightforward. For roughly the last 15 years,  we have seen 

successful new business models emerge and threaten conventional 

business practices and value propositions. Netflix displacing 

Blockbuster, Borders succumbing to Amazon, and Uber and Airbnb 

challenging traditional transportation and travel brands, are among 

the countless other examples. Not only are technology trends 

shaping business models, but the ever-evolving behaviors and 

expectations from consumers are also impacting organizational 

current practices.

In some cases, consumers’ unintended use of products may 

benefit businesses by serving to completely redefine their value 

proposition. The original intent transforms itself into something 

that’s not imagined by the company’s leaders. 

Kleenex is a great example. They started out in 1924 as a disposable 

towel to take off make-up. Its unintended use started in 1926 after 

the manufacturer received tons of customer feedback, indicating 

that most people were using the product to blow their noses. 

Kleenex started advertising their product as such and doubled sales. 

The rest is history.

Organizations have shifted their entire business models. Under 

Armour has transformed from a sports clothing company to an 

innovation and experience company, simply based on how 

customers use the Under Armour products and by interacting as a 

community. Organizations that are nimble enough to respond to 

such changing user expectations succeed wildly and make it 

impossible for the competition to capitalize on that change.
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Competition and macro-economic forces also push 

organizations to reevaluate their business models. The 

auto and aerospace industries are well-known for reacting 

to such forces. Boeing saw the threat of higher gas and oil 

prices as well as an adverse impact to the environment with 

continued climate changes. 

As a result, the company reacted early on to bring the 

revolutionary 787 Dreamliner to the market. Not only 

has this product generated a better and different value 

proposition for airline companies, it has also helped Boeing 

take the lead over its competitors. Similarly, Toyota, Gm 

and other car manufacturers reacted to rising gas prices by 

introducing hybrid and electric cars to compete with Tesla 

and to go after a cost-conscious consumer sector.

A Paradigim Shift
The fall of AOL, Circuit City, Kmart and Yahoo along with 

the rise of mobile-only businesses such as Uber and Venmo 

have forced many big and small companies to re-think their 

own models. In industry after industry, scenarios that once 

appeared improbable are becoming all too real, prompting 

boards and CEOs of wavering businesses to embrace 

transformation.

Transformation is one of the most overused terms in 

business, perhaps just behind innovation—and it’s often 

misunderstood and loosely used by many business leaders. 

This is because organizations have failed to create a 

shared definition of what ‘transformation’ actually means 

to them. Many times, leaders use the term nebulously for 

incremental changes and to proudly wear the badge of 

“Being Transformative”.

Transformation, as we see it, is a paradigm shift for 

organizations. It significantly alters their pace and rhythm, 

while improving key business drivers. The shift often results 

in creating, or significantly modifying, business processes 

and the value they yield for customers. However, when 

enterprises embark on a transformation journey, they often 

fail to communicate ‘why’ to employees.
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Transformation, as we see it, is a paradigm shift for organizations. 

It significantly alters their pace and rhythm, while improving key 

business drivers. The shift often results in creating, or significantly 

modifying, business processes and the value they yield for 

customers. However, when enterprises embark on a transformation 

journey, they often fail to communicate ‘why’ to employees.

This is a responsibility that starts at the C-suite and must be 

championed from the top down. Building a compelling vision, 

aligning key business leaders, and enrolling service line and business 

unit mangers into the concept will help successfully motivate the 

employee base to adopt and advocate for the change. All businesses 

understand that change is inevitable. Eventually, every brand must 

adapt to market shifts, consumer behaviors and technology trends 

in order to survive. 
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The ‘digital’ in digital transformation is often confusing and 

misleading, time and again sending business leaders off on a 

tangent. That’s because digital transformation is not simply 

rearchitecting your digital channels or underlying technical 

platforms. It’s much more.

The real reason why we talk about digital transformation, and 

why organizations need to focus on this initiative now, is because 

‘digital’ is either the main ingredient, or catalyst that’s forcing 

organizations to re-assess and change their business models. It’s 

the new, emerging technology around us that’s shaping consumer 

behaviors and expectations as well as their interactions and 

engagement with the brand. This radical change, evolution, and 

adoption of technology and its impact on all of us is the real reason 

why transforming your organization digitally is so essential. 

Many companies, however, are unable to successfully navigate this 

transformation as their leaders struggle to ask relevant business 

questions. Forbes recently reported that 55% of companies are 

only in the nascent stages of transformation and struggle to ask the 

business questions necessary to drive the change. 

The focus is less on business outcomes and more on re-platforming 

the technology. This approach is myopic and one-dimensional. 

Often organizations think that merely upgrading or replacing their 

underlying digital platforms and infrastructure is enough. However, 

it’s just a start; and in many cases, it might be the wrong start.

Companies who take great pride in their technology excellence and 

focus heavily on R&D will often lead with a ‘technology overhaul’ 

during their transformation journey, and are in danger of losing 

focus on their customers and risking the business. Polaroid is one 

example. Once the pioneer and innovator in the photography 

business, Polaroid failed to transform itself when faced with a 

changing environment. Polaroid’s leadership continued to invest 

heavily in research and technology without adequately considering 

how customers would respond. Not surprisingly, sales stagnated. 

The rest is history.
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In this digital age, customers have myriad choices for how and 

when they engage with a brand. Democratization of technology 

has enabled consumers and businesses to have easy and rapid 

access to new products and solutions. Speaking in economic terms, 

seemingly inelastic choices quickly become elastic. Apple is a 

prime example: they are not the only option in town for amazing 

smartphones. Android has created an alternate marketplace giving 

numerous compelling choices to consumers. Google adopted a 

very different business model than Apple and succeeded wildly.  

Google’s approach to open-source the Android platform gave rise 

to many existing and new mobile companies to enter the space, and 

challenge Apple’s monopoly.

Another notable example is in the TV and cable industry. Comcast, 

DISH Network, and others have dominated this space, and up 

until recently, there was little to no choice for consumers to select 

specific packages for their TV and phone bundles. However, 

with the advent of Hulu, Netflix, Amazon Prime and others, 

including premium cable networks such as HBO launching HBO 

Now, consumers now have more choices and can curate various 

content subscriptions to their personal needs. Access to the new 

technologies has enabled these new digital entrants to go head-

to-head with industry heavyweights and challenge the established 

business practices along the way.

Competing with digital-first brands that don’t carry the baggage 

of legacy systems is a completely different ballgame. To not only 

survive but surpass the competition, marketers need to bring a 

laser focus attention to the digital experiences across all customer 

touchpoints. GE and IBM— companies that are 100+ years old and 

are huge enterprises—have successfully transformed themselves 

and stayed relevant in the 21st century. 

Keep Customers Top of Mind

Another force that is equally, if not more, important is the customer 

and their constantly evolving expectations.

By assessing the as-is state of the business, including existing 

customer segments, online and offline channels, key resources 

and activities, the partner network, and competitors, marketing 

executives must seek an open-ended exploration of user behaviors.
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It’s useful in delineating the emotional context in which 

users make decisions, their key pain points, and enablers. 

Understanding the key research themes, audience profiles, 

and white space in the industry, businesses need to prioritize 

markets and product offerings. A true understanding of a 

user occurs over a period of time, which allows for a deeper 

understanding of his or her characteristics, actions and 

intentions, and builds a rich user profile based on various 

data attributes.

Having a customer-centric mindset forces businesses to 

think strategically to create useful and engaging experiences 

and to challenge their own status quo. Designing or building 

digital platforms to support omni-channel experiences will 

be the key undertaking for technology teams. Start small. 

Test and learn. Apply the principle of crawl-walk-run. But, 

do it with intention, commitment, and defined milestones 

to avoid getting stuck with old processes. Continuous 

optimization of these platforms over a period of time, 

enabling rapid and iterative launches of various solutions 

and digital artifacts, will be critical to the success of the 

business.

A Connected Enterprise and 
Digital Ecosystem

Creating unified, seamless, and delightful customer 

experiences must be the top priority for organizations that 

want to transform digitally. But creating such immersive 

experiences is only winning half the battle. The full  

potential is unleashed when digital transformation 

initiatives influence and improve all the business 

functions—R&D to product development, engineering to 

sales, customer service to the call center, and all the brand 

engagement and marketing touchpoints in between. 

The investments that are top focal points for digital 

transformation are cloud, mobile, and analytics. To achieve 

the best ROI on marketing dollars, investing in the marketing 

technology stack and leveraging it to form a connected 

digital ecosystem is equally important. 

Having a customer-centric 

mindset forces businesses 

to think strategically to 

create useful and engaging 

experiences and to challenge 

their own status quo. 
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When assembling a marketing technology stack, it’s 

important to know which technologies are foundational,  

and should be put in place first. Both B2C and B2B 

marketers should evaluate and consider if a content 

management system (CMS) is an appropriate investment 

for the organization, as well as for building engaging 

customer experiences. Further, marketing automation 

solutions need to be explored to help bring the value and 

ROI to numerous marketing efforts such as email  

campaigns, lead management, social marketing,  

and account-based marketing.

Companies now have access to multiple data sources from 

various customer touch-points. A recent report from Forbes 

Insights shared some efforts into how Intel achieved over 

a billion dollars in incremental revenue and productivity 

gains in the last two years, thanks to its investments in 

the company’s data layer. Data and analytics allowed the 

company to see transactions from the customer all the way 

back to product engineering, which helped forecast the right 

product mix and demand. Intel also created a predictive 

model that fundamentally transformed how it engages in its 

reseller channel, which also generated a couple of hundred 

million dollars in revenue.

When approaching digital transformation, many companies 

turn to traditional KPIs and metrics to help validate the 

success of new investments. Although this helps frame them 

within existing business paradigms, strategists must rethink 

performance metrics to chart future development in new 

channels, experiences, content, and devices. Defining what 

success looks like, measuring results, and optimizing them 

on a continuous basis is easier said than done.

The investments that 
are top focal points for 
digital transformation 
are cloud, mobile, 
and analytics.
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Digital transformation begins with weaving a consistent thread of 

digital modification across your organization’s corporate fabric. 

Keeping that momentum going, however, is easier said than done. 

According to Altimeter’s State of Digital Transformation, only 29% 

of the companies have established a multi-year roadmap for 

transformation—a telling example of how sustaining digital 

transformation efforts beyond its initial glory days remains a 

puzzling challenge for many organizations. 

While a digital-first mindset can give brands a competitive 

advantage over their non-digital counterparts, if ‘being digital’ is not 

part of your DNA, transformation initiatives will often stall out. So 

what can companies do to avoid this reality?

Just because a company launched in the past 10-15 years, when 

‘digital-first’ originally reared its head,  

does not indicate that organization is necessarily  

‘being digital.’ Instead, it’s about the mindset and skills that are 

required to adapt quickly during the transformation journey. 

A company’s leadership, especially the CEO, needs to lay out the 

vision and clearly communicate the purpose and goals. Creating 

the north star for the company and rallying the troops behind 

a compelling vision remains the top responsibility for Chief 

Executives. However, most CEOs are not completely prepared for 

this transformation challenge. They understand the industry shifts 

and immediate need to evolve their company’s business model; 

however, they have not been trained to handle these massive 

changes during their career. The majority of CEOs have enjoyed 

stable environments and haven’t necessarily faced major macro-

economic shifts or emerging competitive entrants.
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Couple that with constantly evolving customer expectations and 

technological advances, the C-level is not able to wrap their heads 

around what’s necessary to innovate at the pace that’s required to 

compete.

Create a Transformation 
Center of Excellence

One way that a company’s leadership team can steward their digital 

transformation initiatives is to enact a Transformation Center of 

Excellence (CoE) or digital steering committees. 53% of companies 

have informal digital transformation steering committees; while 

40% have more formalized committees. Besides creating a formal 

infrastructure to provide accountability on digital transformation 

initiatives, the primary tasks of the Transformation CoE should 

include:
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Install Change Management

There are two universal truths throughout any business: people 

don’t like change and old habits die hard. In order to eliminate 

traditional mindsets and legacy processes that work against your 

Transformation CoE, companies must find a way to motivate their 

employees to embrace a digital-first approach.
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McKinsey published, “The Psychology of Change Management,” a 

time-tested article that outlines the four building blocks that help 

organizations establish change management and re-shape 

employee behavior. Those are:

To further propel digital transformation adoption, companies 

need to modify the ways they incentivize their employees. You 

can’t expect transformative outcomes without offering equally 

transformative inputs. By creating a compensation structure  

that aligns employee actions with your organizational ambitions, 

you can ensure your Transformation CoE is embraced  

from the start.

Process and Execution

Execution is where the rubber truly meets the road. This is where 

you either produce results, or start losing faith. Transformation 

CoE plays a crucial role throughout the execution phase to keep the 

agenda moving forward and maintaining confidence. Questioning 

your existing processes and optimizing them continuously should be 

top of mind for every manager during this phase.

FOSTERING UNDERSTANDING AND CONVICTION:
making sure employees believe in the vision and 
understand what’s being asked of them

REINFORCING CHANGES THROUGH FORMAL
MECHANISMS: ensuring that appropriate 
structures and systems are deployed to
follow through and measure progress

DEVELOPING TALENT AND SKILLS: 
providing necessary training and 
environment to succeed

ROLE MODELING: demonstrating proof 
points of modified behavior from company 
leaders and line of business managers
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Business Process Reengineering is the practice of redesigning the 

way work is done to better support an organization’s goals and 

objectives. The ‘this is not how things are done here’ mentality 

needs to be axed immediately. Or, ‘our unit is not responsible for 

this action, and now we are stuck’ has no place in a company’s 

new digital culture. Brands like Adobe and Intel embraced the 

change around them, not only evolving their product offerings 

from traditional, desktop-based softwares and hardwares to SaaS-

based solutions, but also creating material changes to their existing 

business processes when it came to product development, sales and 

marketing, go-to-market strategies, and customer support. 

The most difficult aspect of digital transformation is sustaining 

its momentum. To maintain inertia, companies must embed a  

digital culture, empower a change agent to create a Center of 

Excellence and lead the cause, establish a measurement  

framework, and deploy business management systems to  

sustain these efforts over a long haul.

To further propel digital 

transformation adoption, 

companies need to modify 

the ways they incentivize 

their employees. 
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