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Sharing the Lessons of  
Digital Transformation 
Welcome to the first issue of the newest member of 
the Straight Talk family—CDO Straight Talk! It will offer 
insights from and for Chief Digital Officers, as well as other 
technology and business leaders responsible for digital 
transformation in their organizations. The publication joins 
sibling publications CIO Straight Talk and CTO Straight Talk. 

With the digital era upon us, it’s no surprise that the position 
of Chief Digital Officer is an increasingly common one at 
companies across industries. If they don’t have a CDO, many 
organizations allocate responsibility for digital initiatives to 
one or more existing positions—Chief Information Officer, 
Chief Data Officer, Chief Marketing Technologist, Chief 
Analytics Officer, Chief Technology Officer.

Ultimately, the Chief Digital Officer position may turn out 
to be a transitional one. As digital strategy and operations 
become increasingly central to all aspects of the business, 
assigning responsibility for “digital” to specific positions or 
functions may well seem outdated. 

For now, though, a designated CDO can help focus an 
organization’s efforts in acquiring digital capabilities and 
leveraging them to generate business value. And sharpening 
that focus is important. A recent study by HCL Technologies 
found that 70% of the large global companies surveyed 
claimed to have a formal digital strategy, documented and 
agreed on by all stakeholders—but just 10% said they had a 
plan to fully deploy that strategy! (You can read the report at 
https://bit.ly/2q8RAu3.) 

In this evolving environment, there’s a lot that senior 
executives responsible for digital transformation and 
innovation can learn from each other. It is this peer-to-peer 
sharing that CDO Straight Talk hopes to foster through articles 
featuring the insights of CDOs and other senior executives. 

This first issue addresses a wide variety of topics, including 
blockchain’s potential in the enterprise; things to look for 
when hiring a data scientist; and applying digital technology 
to one of the world’s most grueling sporting events. The 
articles offer the perspectives of three CDOs, two CTOs, 
a CIO, and other senior IT executives. There is also advice 
from several outside observers on how companies are 
putting digital technologies to work in the enterprise.

I’m confident that you’ll find in this first issue interesting 
insights that will be useful as you take your own business 
digital. Thanks for spending time with it.

 
Paul Hemp 
Editor-in-Chief 
CDO Straight Talk

Wendy Semerau 
HCL America, Inc. 
3333 Warrenville Road,  
Suite 750 
Lisle, IL 60532 USA 
wsemerau@hcl.com
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Nearly every company has a digital business strategy these 
days. Here are five pieces of advice that can help make that 
strategy a reality. 

The media industry has been significantly 
disrupted by digital and has spent the last 
decade reacting to this challenge. The 
Economist, where I serve as Chief Digital 
Officer, or CDO, has experienced first-
hand what it means to go through a digital 
transformation, and like other leading media 
organizations has applied digital thinking 
to its products, customer relations, and the 
development of online communities.

But no matter what business or industry 
you’re in, becoming a digital enterprise 
undoubtedly is – or should be – central to 
your strategy. It used to be that you had a 
separate technology strategy and a separate 
business strategy and you made sure that 
your technology strategy was “aligned with” 
your business strategy. But today, digital 
strategy and business strategy should be 
one unified strategy. Digital thinking should 
permeate everything you do as a business, 
whether it be driving into new markets or 
generating new value.

That has led to the new role of the Chief 
Digital Officer with its key responsibility of 

bringing together the digital approach and 
the business strategy. The CDO position 
fuses together elements of the traditional 
CMO and CIO roles. The CMO is focused 
on building the best marketing capability 
but typically does not have the technology 
background. The CIO has the technology 
expertise but is usually focused on building 
a robust IT infrastructure and providing 
services to internal customers.

Specifically, the CDO position has two 
important dimensions: customer perspective 
and digital thinking. Representing the 
customer, the CDO asks: How does 
the customer look at us? What’s the 
customer journey like? Is it an enjoyable 
experience? Promoting digital thinking in 
the organization, the CDO asks: Who could 
disrupt us? Should we disrupt others? How 
are we going to truly take advantage of 
digital and not just treat it as an add-on to 
the wider business strategy?

A very important element of the make-up 
of a CDO is the willingness to experiment 
and being comfortable with not having 

for

A
5TIPS

BUILDING
DigiTaL  
BuSineSS

JORA   
GILL

Chief Digital Officer 
The Economist Group 
London

1

PROFESSIONAL BACKGROUND:  
Gill joined The Economist Group as  
Chief Digital Officer in June 2014. 
Previously, he was a Chief Technology 
Officer at Elsevier and Standard and 
Poor’s and departmental technology 
head at BNP Paribas.

EDUCATION: MBA from the University 
of Birmingham.

PERSONAL PASSIONS: I have a 
passion for the football team where 
I grew up, Wolves, but they do not 
have a passion for me as they lose 
most weeks. I am a life-long learner 
of everything from anthropology to 
sketching. At any given time, you  
will find me carrying a number of 
books and studying a number of  
online MOOCs.
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When we aligned cross-functional teams 
around specific products at The Economist, 
I’ve found it encouraging that the people 
who were responsible for testing different 
options online were looking at the data 
analysis and asking questions as if they were 
product managers. A good understanding 
of the product is key to having everybody 
on the team, regardless of their skills and 
specific responsibilities, actively participate 
in ensuring the success of the product.

4. ExPERIMENT, 
ExPERIMENT, 
ExPERIMENT
We’re constantly changing our product, 
making small releases to see what would 
happen and collecting data on it. But 
it isn’t experimentation for the sake of 
experimentation. We expect our teams 
to experiment based on the quality and 
quantity of feedback from our customers.

Many organizations have this concept of a 
“hack day” and they make such a big deal  
of it. With us, every day is a hack day; it’s 
part of our DNA, of our agile mindset. We 
constantly change our product, making small 
releases to see what happens, and collecting 
data to learn from our experiments, including 
the ones where we failed to get the  
desired outcome.

5. MAKE THE 
CUSTOMER PART  
OF YOUR 
DEVELOPMENT TEAM
The customer is an important component 
of our digital development ecosystem at 
The Economist. We have 5,000 people who 
said they’d love to help us develop our next 
product. All we did was ask if anybody is 
interested in testing a new app.

WiTh uS, every Day iS a haCk  
Day; iT’S parT Of Our Dna, Of Our 
agiLe minDSeT.

You can’t think too long-term when you’re 
working with digital capabilities. It’s Moore’s 
Law—the rapid advances in computer 
technology and its new applications make 
long-term planning a futile exercise. You’ve 
got to have a mindset of agility across 
everything—your customers, your teams, 
your internal systems. You’ve really got 
to start thinking about it like Lego. Be 
comfortable telling everybody “in a few 
years’ time, we’re going to have to take this 
apart and rebuild it.” 

DigiTaL Thinking ShOuLD 
permeaTe everyThing yOu DO 
aS a BuSineSS, WheTher iT Be 
Driving inTO neW markeTS Or 
generaTing neW vaLue. 

Many companies are focused too much 
on process and product development and 
looking at customer feedback after the 
product is released. Instead, they should 
actively develop communities and focus on 
speed and collaboration. If you get small 
releases out early, then your feedback loop 
is early and so is your ROI. Extend your 
development team to include customers 
every step of the way.

In the digital economy, the power is with the 
customer. The feedback from customers 
gets to you much quicker than ever before 
and that’s a good thing. But because of 
digital technologies, it is also so much easier 
for them to switch to your competitors. If 
customers can switch in a heartbeat, you 
must have a strategy and an approach that 
will give them a great experience and get 
them engaged and even directly involved 
very early in the product’s lifecycle.

Many companies think they’re not digitally 
disrupted yet, but they will be very shortly. 
By the time they realize that, it’ll be too 
late because a newcomer has built the 
capabilities, the loyalty, the customer 
experience and has got the data analytics 

“answers” or “solutions.” While the work of 
the CDO is open-ended, I’ve discovered a 
number of successful practices in my work 
at The Economist and in previous technology 
management positions that may help you 
in the task of creating a digital enterprise, in 
any industry. 

1. IDENTIFY 
THE SPECIFIC 
CHALLENGE YOU 
ARE TRYING TO 
SOLVE DIGITALLY
First and foremost, you’ve got to know what 
problem you’re trying to solve with digital 
technologies, practices, and processes. Try 
to be as specific as you can be and identify a 
challenge that has a specific impact on your 
business today.

An example would be not having a single 
view of the customer, the absence of which 
does not let you cross-sell products that 
you believe the customer is interested in. 
Another example, from my experience at 
The Economist, is looking at what happens 
when someone becomes a new subscriber 
or registered user and improving their 
experience—what options do we give them 
for logging on, how easy is it to change their 
relationships with The Economist, can they 
manage their account completely online 
without having to call us, and so on.

2. BUILD THE DIGITAL 
CAPABILITIES 
YOU NEED – AND 
INTEGRATE THEM
Having clearly identified your specific 
challenge, consider whether you have the 
right digital capabilities needed to answer it. 
Do you need to be in the cloud so you can 
crunch a lot of data? Do you have a business 
intelligence strategy? How do you go about 
hiring and developing data scientists?

You need to understand the gap between 
what you have in terms of digital capabilities 
and the specific challenges you are trying to 
address. You’ll know if you’ve got the right 
capabilities by the speed in which you can 
launch new digital products.

Most important, don’t create new silos 
when you go about expanding your digital 
capabilities. All the different elements of 
your digital strategy and execution must be 
connected seamlessly, from where the data 
resides to the analytics to insights leading  
to actions.

At The Economist, the specific challenge we 
started with—improving the user experience—
turned into a new content strategy. Based on 
data analysis showing that readers increasingly 
access our content with their smartphones, 

yOu neeD TO unDerSTanD The 
gap BeTWeen WhaT yOu have in 
TermS Of DigiTaL CapaBiLiTieS 
anD The SpeCifiC ChaLLengeS yOu 
are Trying TO aDDreSS.

we have developed new content repositories 
tailored to mobile devices and then decided 
to host these in the cloud. We connected 
the data to the development of new digital 
products to decisions on how to support our 
new digital capabilities.

3. CREATE CROSS-
FUNCTIONAL, 
PRODUCT-ALIGNED 
TEAMS
Instead of organizing your teams by type of 
skills—developers, business analysts, etc.—
you should create cross-functional teams. 
Instead of aligning by function, you should 
align the teams by product. This way their 
passion is focused not on their specific work, 
but on the product. Instead of saying “I’ve 
written my code. My job is done,” they are 
willing to experiment, to push forward and 
interact with other members of the team. 
They want to see the product succeed.

8 9



  Takeaways
  Identify your specific digital challenge. Start small, with 

something that you think would be a manageable goal. 
Be sure you understand why what you are trying to do 
will be better when you do it digitally. 

  Rather than organizing your teams by types of skills, 
create cross-functional teams. Instead of aligning by 
function, align the teams by product so that people’s 
passions are focused on the product rather than their 
specific work.

  When you’re working with digital capabilities, you 
can’t think too long-term. Rapid advances in computer 
technology and its new applications make long-term 
planning a futile exercise. Maintain a mindset of agility 
across everything—your customers, your teams, your 
internal systems. Use customer feedback to experiment 
again and again.

1

2

3

to know what they want next. Even if 
you’re in manufacturing and you think 
you’re not going to be impacted by digital 
technologies, you should start your digital 
journey now. Companies that have not 
figured out what makes them digitally 
valuable to their customers are going to fail.

At The Economist, we’ve been known for 
more than a century and a half for our 

iT’S mOre Than figuring OuT 
WhO anD WhaT Can DigiTaLLy 
DiSrupT yOu. iT’S re-Thinking 
yOur BuSineSS mODeL anD 
purSuing The BuSineSS 
OppOrTuniTieS OpeneD up By 
neW DigiTaL CapaBiLiTieS.

weekly publication. But now, digitally, we 
can even challenge our own business model. 
We developed an app called Espresso 
that delivers short term stories each 
morning. What was important in developing 
Espresso was not the app itself but what 
it represented—a new way to reach our 
customers and potential customers and a 
new business model.

Ultimately, digital is more than producing 
an app. It’s more than figuring out who and 
what can digitally disrupt you. It’s re-thinking 
your business model and pursuing the 
business opportunities opened up by new 
digital capabilities.
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It’s not surprising for the CIO to oversee data center 
operations or even to lead a company’s digital 
transformation program. More unusual is when she drives 
the development of innovative and revenue-generating 
technology solutions for customers. 

When I talked to Quest Diagnostics 
Chairman, President, and CEO Steve 
Rusckowski about joining the business 
in 2014, he described the vision of the 
company in crystal clear language: Quest  
is more than a medical laboratory. 

As someone who had worked in healthcare 
technology and operations leadership roles 
for much of my career – with a particular 
focus on (and passion for) data and analytics 
and business transformation – I found this 
vision both appealing and inspirational. In 
fact, it was a key reason behind my decision 
to join the company.

That vision—to be much more than a lab—is 
even stronger today than it was then. Yes, 
we are the leader in providing diagnostic 
information services. But we continue to 
push the meaning of “more than a lab” even 
further.  We don’t simply provide testing.  
We deliver insights. My team plays an 
integral role in executing on every aspect  
of Quest’s vision.

As CIO, I am first and foremost responsible 
for such things as networks, security, and 
data center operations. But I also serve as 
the de facto chief technology officer for the 
company, leading the team that develops 
our client-facing data and technology 
solutions in collaboration with our Strategy 
group and our Information Ventures 
franchise. Lastly, as executive sponsor of 
our business transformation program, I help 
drive digital enablement of the business, 
standardization across our processes 
and operations, and enhancement of the 
customer experience.

INCREASING THE 
RETURN ON DATA
Quest Diagnostics is a company that prides 
itself on innovation and turning our brand 
promise, “Action from Insight,” into reality. 
As the world leader in diagnostic information 
services, Quest has a long track record of 

PROFESSIONAL BACKGROUND:  
Lidia Fonseca serves as Senior Vice 
President and Chief Information  
Officer for Quest Diagnostics. An 
innovative healthcare technology 
executive, Ms. Fonseca’s highest 
priorities are patient health and 
customer experience. At Quest, 
she is instrumental in developing 
leading-edge healthcare IT products 
and solutions (under the Quanum 
brand). In addition, Ms. Fonseca is the 
Executive Sponsor of Quest’s Business 
Transformation Program, driving digital 
enablement and standardization of 
its operations to better serve Quest’s 
customers. Previously, Ms. Fonseca 
was the Chief Information Officer at 
Laboratory Corporation of America. 
She earlier served as EVP Global 
Operations and Technology at Synarc, 
a medical imaging services firm, and 
held various roles at Philips Health 
Care. Ms. Fonseca is a member of the 
Board of Directors of broadcasting 
and digital-media company Tegna 
(formerly Gannett) and of Q2 
Solutions, a Quintiles and Quest 
Diagnostics joint venture. 

EDUCATION: Bachelor’s degree, 
University of California, Berkeley; 
MBA Master’s degree in business 
informatics, Rotterdam School of 
Management, Erasmus Graduate 
School of Business.

PERSONAL PASSIONS: Lidia enjoys 
playing sports with her twin sons, 
traveling, reading, and watching  
classic movies.

LIDIA   
FONSECA

2

Svp and CiO 
Quest Diagnostics 
Madison, NJ
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that would create master data instances.  
It took the first year and a half I was at 
Quest for our team to get that detailed 
grunt work done. But once we went through 
that process, our innovation rate sped up 
tremendously, allowing us to successfully 
create and introduce new solutions  
much faster.

iT TOOk The firST year anD a 
haLf fOr Our Team TO geT ThaT 
DeTaiLeD grunT WOrk DOne. BuT 
OnCe We WenT ThrOugh ThaT 
prOCeSS, Our innOvaTiOn raTe 
SpeD up TremenDOuSLy.

In addition to new technology, we also 
needed new skills. It was important for us 
to bring in key talent to complement the 
existing talent, enhancing our organization 
with data scientists and data architects, 
as well as a new head of analytics and 
informatics. We are keenly aware of the 
fact that the entire world is competing to 
recruit this level of data talent, but Quest 
Diagnostics has been able to attract and 
retain the right people for the job because  
of our collective vision and what we’ve set 
out to accomplish.

THE CIO AS CHANGE 
AGENT
As a transformation agent by nature, I 
immediately welcomed the chance to 
sponsor the business transformation at 
Quest Diagnostics. One of the key tenets of 
our transformation is to leverage common 
processes and systems so that we can 
present a united front to the market. This 
has become increasingly important as the 
healthcare industry has consolidated and we 
are serving more and more customers on a 
national scale.

As Quest had earlier gone through a series 
of acquisitions, each region had its own 
processes and systems, and a major goal 
has been to create alignment between 
these systems. We have worked closely with 
our sites and our operations to 1) design 
common ways of working, and 2) enhance 

industry firsts, and today provides thousands 
of laboratory test services in areas as diverse 
as diabetes screening to DNA sequencing. 
One in three American adults use our 
services each year.

Underlying the delivery of these services 
is a national connectivity and information 
technology infrastructure. To date, Quest has 
created some 60 platforms for the medical 
laboratory industry, including a first-of-its 
kind lab workflow solution. We also connect 
with nearly 600 electronic health records, or 
EHR, platforms and have IT connectivity with 
half the physicians and hospitals in the U.S. 

This connectivity, combined with Quest’s 
wealth of valuable lab data, enables us to 
provide valuable healthcare insights, not 
just for physicians and patients, but for 
biopharmaceutical companies, health plans 
and health systems, and even policy makers. 

Through our development of new 
technology we turn those insights into 
actions that help people and organizations 
across the entire ecosystem align to 
improve care quality, value, and satisfaction. 
These are the kinds of insights that will be 
increasingly important as the healthcare 
market evolves from a reactive one that is 
focused on treating the sick to an outcome-
based industry that is tasked with keeping 
people well.

clinician connections through easy-to-use 
portals and mobile solutions that enable two-
way communications and patient education. 

One of the analytics solutions that we’re 
particularly proud of is our Data Diagnostics 
offering, which we offer jointly with 
Inovalon. Part of the Quanum suite, Data 
Diagnostics is a point-of-care analytics 
technology that provides physicians with 
patient-specific reports that can help inform 
clinical decisions, diagnostics coding, and 
other actions that affect quality of care and 
reimbursement. Physicians can order the 
reports before or during a patient visit and 
take immediate actions to close gaps in care, 
while they’re with their patient. 

As a CIO, I’ve always been a firm believer 
that to be a technology team developing 
effective solutions, we need a real 
understanding of our customer. But we do 
more than just integrate customer input into 
our solutions. We get to experience the full 
customer cycle. We’re there when they select 
Quest and when we set them up with our 
data, connectivity, and technology solutions. 
This provides us with insight that not only 
helps generate top-line revenue but also 
helps us anticipate and serve customer needs.

In fact, we believe Quest is unique in its 
ability to apply our knowledge of both 
healthcare and technology in order to 
benefit our customers. Whether those are 
focused on revenue cycle management, 
lab utilization, or quality metrics, we can 
connect patients, providers, and payers with 
actionable insights based on lab, clinical, 
quality, and claims data. 

AN INDUSTRIAL 
STRENGTH 
PLATFORM
To get where we are—and to enable us to 
continue evolving as an innovator—it was 
important for Quest to create an “industrial 
strength” big data platform, that could 
handle the volume and velocity of the data 
we are collecting. After that, we needed to 
run the data though a “data quality process” 

We COnTinue TO puSh The 
meaning Of “mOre Than a LaB,” 
prOviDing nOT OnLy DiagnOSTiC 
TeSTing BuT aLSO vaLuaBLe 
heaLThCare inSighTS. 

As part of Quest’s efforts to help providers 
and health insurers use data and analytics 
to promote quality care at lower costs, 
we recently launched QuestQuanum, 
our innovative suite of data analytics and 
information technology solutions. Quanum 
brings forward our expertise generating 
insights from data, including our own dataset 
of more than 20 billion test results. 

It helps healthcare professionals capitalize 
on data to assess clinical performance and 
improve outcomes, while facilitating patient-

PARTNERING FOR 
PROGRESS

The best advice I can give 
to other CIOs overseeing 
data or technology driven 
transformation is to forge 
partnerships to accelerate 
excellence. Sometimes there is 
an assumption that you must 
build everything internally, 
but strong partners can inject 
speed and new thinking  
into IT and your overall 
business that you might have 
otherwise missed.

At Quest, we believe 
healthcare is a team sport. 
And it’s thanks in part to our 
collaborations that we have 
been able to go to market with 
innovative solutions so quickly. 
For example, we partner 
with Inovalon on our point-
of-care healthcare analytics 
technology, Data Diagnostics. 
We collaborate with IBM on 
cancer genomics. We teamed 
up with Safeway to offer 
convenient diagnostic testing 
in their grocery stores. The 
business landscape is simply 
too complex to navigate alone. 
Partnerships can be a key  
to success.
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our systems to enable those ways of 
working. This has allowed us to spend less 
effort supporting duplicate systems and 
processes, freeing up more resources to 
drive innovation. 

While standardization is a difficult and 
complex endeavor, particularly without 
disrupting the business, we are now  
more than halfway through this four-year 
business transformation journey, and 85 
percent of our orders today flow through  
our standard platform.

on the board of a public B2C company has 
offered valuable perspective on my work 
at Quest, as we expand our Consumer 
channel through solutions like MyQuest and 
in my work on the team that manages our 
partnership with AncestryDNA.

To me, there has never been a more 
exciting or challenging time to be a CIO. 
Technology is evolving quickly, and with so 
many aspects of business dependent upon 
technology, particularly at Quest, my team 
and I have a unique opportunity to work 
cross-functionally across the company to 
help jumpstart innovation and initiatives. 
This means not only striving to enhance 
the consumer and provider experience, but 
committing to improving quality, outcomes, 
and overall patient care.

  Takeaways
  For a technology team to develop 

innovative solutions, it needs to 
understand your customers. And that 
involves more than simply seeking 
customer input; you need to experience 
the entire customer cycle. This provides 
insight that can help generate top-line 
growth, as well as help you anticipate 
customer needs.

  There aren’t enough data scientists and 
data architects to meet the tremendous 
demand for them in the business world. 
You can give yourself an advantage 
in recruiting and retaining them by 
articulating a compelling vision of what 
you’re trying to accomplish. 

  Outside advisory and board-level 
positions that complement your work 
don’t only offer an opportunity to share 
your expertise. They can also offer a 
valuable outside perspective on  
meeting current challenges in your  
own company.

1

2

3

i have aLWayS SaiD, “if yOu Think 
yOu are in COnTrOL, yOu’re 
mOving TOO SLOW.”

What I like about leading business 
transformation is that it's a cross-
functional effort. It involves operations 
and commercial, laboratory directors and 
medical staff, technology and finance. It’s 
all-encompassing, and Quest Diagnostics 
has been able to move the needle with this 
initiative because everyone has devoted 
attention and effort to it.

MOVING FAST AND 
MIxING IT UP 
I have always said, “If you think you are in 
control, you’re moving too slow,” and that 
encapsulates the nature of my job. Managing 
the mix of elements involved across my three 
roles energizes me. I love the variety. Some 
of the work requires managing day-to-day 
challenges effectively, while other aspects 
involve planting seeds that will take time to 
come to fruition. Everything we do involves 
collaboration with others to be successful, 
and that is part of the fun.

It’s also been exciting to share what I’ve 
learned in outside advisory and board-
level positions that complement my work 
at Quest. I served on the advisory board 
for a data company to help plan its go-to-
market strategy. I am a board member for 
Tegna (formerly Gannett), where I offer my 
perspective on the disruption taking place 
in the media industry. Conversely, serving 
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mark Orsborn, Director – ioT, Salesforce (@markorsborn)

#IoT connected products can help you reduce customer attrition and grow new recurring 
revenues via aaS models #STinsights

Sukamal Banerjee, Cvp and global head: ioTWorkS, hCL Technologies (@sukamal_B) 

Enterprises must take a proactive approach to #IoT security, constructing fresh security 
frameworks at a #cyber & physical level #STinsights

Theo priestley, CeO, rawshawk Studios (@tprstly)

We are moving faster towards edge computing, or ambient computing; every device can 
‘think’ for itself with machine learning #STinsights

karl Smith, CeO, paradigm interactions (@userexperienceu)

Joining closed #proprietary ecosystems to #open shared #ecosystems will ultimately deliver 
the true value of the #IoT for all #STinsights

Sally eaves, CTO, mind fit (@sallyeaves) 

Security is paramount- #cybersecurity is not a retrofit or balancing act #MachineLearning and 
#AI can play a key role here. Building #Security standard for the #IoT is one to watch - a focus 
on baking in #authentication #STinsights

ronald gruia, Director, frost and Sullivan (@rgruia)

Data flood has to be managed via multiple techs: data collection, analytics, automation, decision 
making a combination of #AI #ML. As an enterprise embarks on its #DigitalTransformation, #IoT 
use cases can certainly be a part of the exercise inc. exp KPIs #STinsights

evan kirstel, influencer, uC Strategies (@evankirstel) 

The network will need reinvention for large scale #IoT: from hardware and sensors to new 
software stacks and applications. #STinsights

Straight Talk Tweet chats @CIOStraightTalk feature 
conversations with prominent social media commentators 
on current technology topics. Here are some observations 
from participants in a recent Tweet chat about the Internet of 
Things, “IoT: Key Driver of Next Generation Enterprise Growth.” 
View a summary of the chat at www.straighttalkonline.com/iot-
key-driver-21st-century-enterprise-growth.
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everyone’s talking about digital 
transformation. how do you see things 
going for companies so far?

David rogers: Well, you’re right. Most 
companies have woken up to the fact 
that they need to become digital—even 
companies who early on maybe said, “Oh, 
that’s affecting another industry. We’re not 
a consumer goods company. We’re not a 
media business.” In nearly all industries, 
enterprises are realizing their traditional path 
to growth is stalling out. The organizations 

In our study of global enterprises, nearly 
three-quarters of the executives told us that 
they had a blueprint for their digital business 
strategy, but very few had an execution 
roadmap in place. And this is where the 
opportunity lies—enterprises changing gear 
and determining what specific business 
outcomes they want from digital. Are there 
operational efficiencies that can be realized? 
How can they better engage with customers 
and employees and partners? And then—this 
is important—creating a roadmap laying out 
how they will achieve these aims. Enterprises 
are large and complex. Their user value 
chains and asset value chains, which define 
the business, sit in complex technology 
footprints. And so if companies want to have 
a successful digital journey, they need to 
have a clear and comprehensive execution 
roadmap that includes clear milestones for 
meeting execution goals. 

What is standing in the way of companies 
executing their digital strategies?

David rogers: First, let’s not overlook 
the importance of ensuring that you have 
a smart digital strategy. I outline in my 
book the components of such a strategy. 
Businesses need to address five traditional 
strategy domains, unlearning the traditional 
ways of thinking about these areas and 
completely rethinking their approach. So 
with customers, businesses need to move 
from viewing them as passive targets to 
dynamic networks. Concerning competition, 
they need to change from focusing on 
products in a particular industry to focusing 

CLOSing ThaT [STraTegy-
exeCuTiOn] gap requireS aDOpTing 
nOT OnLy neW WayS Of thinking 
BuT aLSO neW WayS Of doing.

The Survey finDingS pOinT TO a 
numBer Of ThingS ThaT COmpanieS 
ShOuLD keep in minD aS They WOrk 
TO Bring Their DigiTaL STraTegieS 
TO Life.

and business models that gave them 
profitable growth in the pre-digital era 
aren’t going to get them to the next stage 
of profitable growth. To me, that’s the crux 
of digital transformation. It’s not about 
innovative startups who create themselves 
from scratch. It’s about organizations that 
grew to scale in the pre-digital era. It’s 
about companies that have value in the 
market, and customers, and distribution, and 
partners, and talent, and resources—but who 
were built in a completely different business 
environment and under different constraints. 
These companies need to figure out how 
they can reset themselves for the next 
stage of growth in the digital era. And at the 
moment, in most cases, that is an aspiration 
rather than a reality.

anand Birje: It’s actually a very exciting time. 
Over the last three to four years, we’ve seen a 
lot of spotty and sporadic digital programs in a 
variety of enterprises. Experiments, you could 
call them. What’s beginning to change is that 
these enterprises have started to understand 
that, to achieve significant business results, 
they need to have a more comprehensive 
strategy. And that’s good. But what they also 
need to realize is that having a digital strategy 
is no good on its own. You need to have a 
comprehensive execution plan, one that lays 
out an evolving digital journey. 

on platforms that span traditional industries. 
In the case of data, they need to ensure it is 
no longer silo-based, but rather a corporate 
strategic asset. As for innovation, they need 
to shift from top-down planning to rapid 
experimentation. And instead of thinking 
about business value in terms of defending  
it against external threats, they should  

Most large companies today have the stated 
aim of transforming themselves into digital 
enterprises. But a recent study by HCL 
Technologies, based on a survey of 340 senior 
executives from large global companies, 
contained some disturbing findings. 

A full 70% of the companies surveyed said 
they had a formalized digital strategy – that 
is, one that was documented and had been 
agreed upon by all stakeholders. But just 
10% said they had a plan to fully deploy that 
strategy. Perhaps not surprisingly, given this, 
only one quarter of the companies surveyed 
said they were reaping the benefits of their 
digital initiatives. Clearly, there is a huge gap 
between digital strategy and execution. (The 
report—“Bringing Digital to Life: 6 Ways 
to Bridge the Gap Between Strategy and 

DigiTaL TranSfOrmaTiOn:  
CLOSing The STraTegy-exeCuTiOn gap

Execution"--can be downloaded at https://
bit.ly/2q8RAu3.)

To gain some high-level perspectives on 
this problem, CDO Straight Talk spoke with 
David rogers, Faculty Director of Digital 
Business Strategy/Digital Marketing for 
Columbia Business School's Executive 
Education program and author of The Digital 
Transformation Playbook, and anand Birje, 
Corporate Vice President and Global Head, 
Digital and Analytics, at HCL Technologies. 
They offer here some insights on what 
established companies, born before the 
digital revolution, can do to close this gap in 
order to reap digital’s benefits – and  
to avoid being marginalized by digitally 
savvy upstarts.

+
David Rogers
Columbia Business School

Anand Birje
HCL Technologies
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you develop the capabilities and skills within 
the organization to put that data to use in 
ways that will enable better decision making 
by managers in all parts of the organization?

Talk some more about the non-technology 
aspects of digital transformation.

David rogers: So let’s say you’ve decided 
you’re going to become a digital company. 
Your CEO has gotten on stage and articulated 
a coherent strategy to all the key managers 
in the business. Is that enough? Hardly. Yes, 
senior leadership support is critical to an 
effective digital transformation. But it’s not 
sufficient. You also need to figure out how 

One of my favorite digital moments recently 
was chatting with a CEO in Australia in the 
transportation sector—and he was talking 
about APIs and AI. You know, as part of 
his strategy discussion! And that is very 
encouraging, because digital initiatives need 
to have CIOs, CDOs, CEOs working together, 
not working in isolation of each other, if they 
want more comprehensive outcomes. 

That also suggests the holistic and 
transformative nature of successful digital 
transformation initiatives. You can’t just look 
at your business process and tweak things a 
little bit to achieve digital success. I see too 
many organizations thinking that if they can 
automate their current processes better, 
or inject AI or other new technologies 
into those processes, they might actually 
achieve digital success. The successful 
execution of a digital initiative requires the 
purposeful-yet-measured orchestration of 
numerous elements. 

And that can be disruptive. It may involve 
retiring business processes that no longer 
need to exist and creating new business 
processes that perhaps don’t exist today. 
It might mean sabotaging some of your 
existing revenue streams and existing ways 
of doing business. But enterprises need to 
engage in this kind of dramatic rethinking—
before somebody else does it for them and 
puts them out of business. 

David rogers: I absolutely agree—both 
about the need to challenge your own 
existing business lines, and the need to 
take a truly holistic view. There are so many 
interconnected digital forces reshaping 
markets today, and they all play a different 
role. And you have to look at all these digital 
pieces through the lens of your particular 
business and your strategic goals, and not 
just grasp for a simplistic or generic vision 
statement. “We’re going to be more mobile,” 
or “the customer is now more social.” You 
have to understand how all the pieces work 
together and what they mean for you.

anand Birje: Listen, no one says it’s  
easy. But based on my experience 
partnering with scores of enterprises 
struggling to implement their digital 
transformation strategies, I can guarantee 
one thing: The rewards of digital execution 
are commensurate with the efforts!

i CaLL ThiS “geTTing DigiTaL DOne.”

you’re going to bring all the components of 
the organization on board. You have to look 
at all of the key processes that feed into the 
digital initiative and figure out how to make 
change happen in each of them.

Here’s a specific example of that, which I heard 
from a friend of mine who was brought in to 
help a very large global company become 
more data-driven. In the course of that effort, 
he learned that it doesn’t really matter what 
technology solution you put in place, or what 
kind of architecture you create, or which 
vendors you work with, unless people actually 
realize how their jobs are going to change. 
You can put in the best cloud solution and the 
best analytics and put all the data at people’s 
fingertips. But if people can’t envision how 
they’re going to wake up and come into the 
office and go about their jobs differently, 
if they don’t understand how processes 
will change inside departments and inside 
individual offices, you are not going to reap 
the benefits of the investments you’re making. 

anand Birje: So I’d agree that there is a 
big non-technology element here. Digital 
transformation is shaped by culture, by 
experiences, by engagement with the 
consumer. But technology is still at the 
core of digital transformation. And as I 
mentioned earlier, enterprises need to – and 
increasingly do – realize that technology is a 
subject for conversations in the boardroom. 
It’s not just a CIO conversation. It’s not just 
a CTO conversation.

view it as something created through 
constant adaptation. 

That said, developing an effective digital 
strategy clearly isn’t enough. Closing the 
gap between strategy and execution is 
critical. You can’t just describe the future 
state where you want your business to be; 
you have to have a detailed implementation 
plan for how to get there. And as the HCL 
report shows, a big gap between strategy 

only in terms of well-known technology 
platforms and concepts—such as cloud, big 
data, mobile, IoT. Invest in granular “seed 
technologies”—such as APIs, microservices, 
DevOps, low code—which are the building 
block technologies that make up those 
broad platforms. 

David rogers: Let me pick up on that idea 
of employing metrics to gauge your digital 
progress. There is a danger in setting digital 
success metrics at too high a level. Maybe 
your metric is top-line revenue growth 
attributable to new digital capabilities. All 
right, that may be a valid metric if a big 
part of your strategy is, say, shifting your 
distribution from retail channels to an 
omni-channel strategy. But if you rely only 
on such a high-level metric, it’s very hard 
to understand what’s really happening 
in the organization. You need to figure 
out the intermediary steps that will lead 
you to that goal and institute some more 
granular metrics that will let you see if you’re 
making progress towards it. You need to 
have metrics that actually gives you some 
transparency into the organization. 

anand, you mentioned the importance of 
baking data analytics into all your digital 
initiatives. how important is data to digital 
transformation? 

anand Birje: Great question. Data is at the 
core of digital transformation. Whether 
it is data from assets that are deployed 
in business operations, or IoT data, or 
data from the ecosystem of partners and 
competitors, data shapes the digital journey. 
And that doesn’t mean simply adopting 
technology allowing you to gather more 
data. What’s important is being able to 
visualize the impact particular data has on 
your business and gather insights from the 
data that allows you to innovate business 
processes or otherwise improve business 
outcomes. And I increasingly see enterprises 
realizing the importance of data and making 
it a subject for boardroom discussion.

David rogers: There are a number of 
aspects to data analytics. There is the 
technical aspect. How do we capture the 
right data and analyze it? There is the 
political aspect. How do we get the buy-in to 
pull together business data that exists in silos 
in different parts of the organization? And 
there is the organizational aspect. How do 

One Of my favOriTe DigiTaL mOmenTS 
reCenTLy WaS ChaTTing WiTh a CeO 
in auSTraLia in The TranSpOrTaTiOn 
SeCTOr—anD he WaS TaLking aBOuT 
api'S anD ai. yOu knOW, aS parT Of 
hiS STraTegy DiSCuSSiOn!

and execution still exists. Closing that gap 
requires adopting not only new ways of 
thinking but also new ways of doing.

anand Birje: I agree. I call this “getting 
digital done.” As the HCL study showed, 
companies face a variety of challenges in 
trying to do this. For example, there can be 
organizational resistance to transformative 
change, especially in large established 
companies. There can be a reluctance to put 
existing revenue streams at risk in the name 
of digital transformation. The CIO, who in 
many cases has been designated to lead this 
change, simultaneously faces a huge range 
of other demands, many related to more 
immediate tactical concerns, which makes 
it difficult to find the resources to manage 
complex transformation projects. 

So what advice do you have for companies 
trying to bridge the gap between digital 
strategy and execution?

anand Birje: The survey findings point to 
a number of things that companies should 
keep in mind as they work to bring their 
digital strategies to life. For example, avoid 
piecemeal digital projects that aren’t part 
of a comprehensive plan. Be sure to employ 
tools and frameworks that measure your 
digital progress and maturity. Integrate 
data architecture and analytics into your 
digital initiatives, rather than treating data 
as an afterthought that can be plugged in 
later. Avoid defining your digital strategy 
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Big data analytics has become mainstream. Investment in the 
infrastructure for collecting and managing large volumes of 
structured and unstructured data tops the list of IT priorities in 
many companies.  As a result, organizations are facing a serious 
hurdle—the scarcity of people with the right skills to turn data 
into insights.

To bridge the current gap between the supply and demand 
of data scientists, many new advanced academic programs 
in data science and analytics have been recently established, 
and many computer scientists, statisticians, and operations 
research professionals have gone through additional training 
in new data analysis tools and techniques. But these newly-
minted data scientists, while conversant in the latest data 
science languages, also need to be familiar with the language 
of the business, have adequate understanding of IT issues, and 
be able to link insight to action.

Here are the 5 skills that define a successful data scientist in 
any business setting:

GREAT DATA 
SCIENTISTS THINK 
AND ACT LIKE 
SCIENTISTS
Scientists are not only highly curious and 
inquisitive but they also have a feel for 
what is the right question to ask. Posing the 
right question is how you start a successful 
journey of discovery.

After asking the right question comes the 
task of looking for and finding the right data 
to answer it. This is particularly important 
in the big data era where many companies 
have over-indulged in the collection of data. 
Scientists understand what type or source 
of data may answer a specific question 

5 Skills to Look  
for When You Hire  
a Data Scientist

and know how to avoid drowning in (or 
distractingly falling in love with) what’s 
available. This also includes the ability to 
aggregate raw data, “bubble it up” so to 
speak, especially when the data on its own 
(e.g., RFID signals) is not meaningful enough.

Crucially, scientists see the forest from the 
trees. They understand what model may 
work with a specific set of data and how to 
develop it in order to derive insights that 
may answer a specific question. Scientists 
model the world, and perhaps most 
importantly, they love to experiment with 
it—applying and adjusting different types 
of models, pitting one hypothesis against 
another—and doggedly try and try again 
until they “get the science right.” Great data 
scientists are good at applying the scientific 
method to business problems.

Senior Director 

Dynamic Science Labs, Infor 

Cambridge, Massachusetts
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in someone else’s position. It’s an iterative 
process, a dialog, in which they teach you 
about their specific business and you teach 
them about data science.

GREAT DATA 
SCIENTISTS NEVER 
STOP LEARNING
Data scientists today perform multiple  
tasks. Years ago, we used to have more 
structured roles. We had a data analyst 
mining the data, a scientist developing the 
algorithms, and the business person defining 
the business problem. Today, these roles 
start to meld together.

No matter what specific discipline you were 
trained in, once you take on the role of a 
data scientist you do everything—code, 
develop algorithms, understand the business 
process, clean and massage the data. Most 

Being aBLe TO expLain The 
reSuLTS Of DaTa anaLySiS TO 
SOmeOne WiThOuT Training in 
DaTa SCienCe iS OnLy One SiDe 
Of The COin. The OTher SiDe Of 
a SuCCeSSfuL DaTa SCienTiST 
iS LiSTening SkiLLS Or mOre 
BrOaDLy, empaThy.

important, you constantly keep abreast of 
all the latest developments that are relevant 
to your work. You go to conferences to learn 
new tricks, talk to your peers, and meet new 
people with new perspectives (who you 
may later recruit to work with you). And you 
take advantage of all possible resources and 
sources of new knowledge—online courses 
for specific tools, for example, to say nothing 
about books. Yes, books—at our Dynamic 
Science Labs we maintain a library with 
books that are relevant to our team’s work.

Constantly learning, experimenting, 
exploring. Great data scientists always push 
the envelope of the science of data analysis.

  Takeaways
  The rapidly growing importance of big data analytics in business has companies 

scrambling to find people with the skills needed to turn data into insights. 

  In recruiting data scientists who can meet this need, companies should look beyond 
a candidate’s understanding of new data analysis tools and techniques.

  The effective data scientist will “think like a scientist;” be able to earn the trust 
of business leaders; help bridge the gap between IT and business; effectively 
communicate insights to business users but also listen to those users’ needs; and 
engage in life-long learning.

1

2

3

GREAT DATA 
SCIENTISTS EARN 
THE TRUST OF THE 
BUSINESS
These days, technical expertise by itself does 
not cut it and we expect data scientists to 
have business acumen—knowing how the 
business works and knowing how to interact 
with business people.

Even on large projects, where the team 
includes a representative of the business, 
typically someone with knowledge of 
analytics who is responsible for explaining 
the results to other business executives, 
having business-savvy data scientists  
really helps smooth the process and  
ensure success.

Most important in this regard, is the ability 
to earn the trust of the business. The goal 
should always be to make data science 
consumable and relevant. Companies 
like Google and Facebook created an 
expectation that the algorithms of data 
scientists would be integrated, almost 
seamlessly, into our everyday lives. So 
making sure that the end-users of our work 
are convinced that the science is good and 
credible is a very important part of what our 
data scientists need to do. Data scientists 
are engaged in earning the trust of the 
business throughout the life of the project 
and beyond.

GREAT DATA 
SCIENTISTS KNOW 
HOW TO BUILD 
BRIDGES BETWEEN 
IT AND THE 
BUSINESS
In any data science project, you need IT’s 
help—they must contribute their expertise 
in data management, security, and the 
supporting infrastructure. But if you work 

separately with IT and with the business, you 
end up taking twice as long and investing 
twice the effort.

DaTa SCienTiSTS muST 
unDerSTanD WhaT keepS 
The CiO up aT nighT.

Successful data scientists know how to 
engage with business users—discussing their 
business problem, explaining how they would 
approach it mathematically, illustrating what 
works and what’s not working, listening to 
their questions and suggestions—and all 
of these require empathy, putting yourself 

Data scientists must understand IT issues 
and what keeps the CIO up at night. 
With their sensitivity to the challenges of 
IT, coupled with their knowledge of the 
business and its requirements (see above), 
they serve as a crucial link between IT and 
the business. Great data scientists know how 
to translate the language of the business to 
the language of IT and the other way around. 
They are able to turn the user’s need into a 
business requirement and then turn it into a 
technical specification, one that would work 
in a given IT environment.

GREAT DATA 
SCIENTISTS CAN 
PUT THEMSELVES IN 
YOUR SHOES
It is customary to highlight “communications 
skills” and “storytelling skills” when discussing 
what is required of data scientists in our 
team. But being able to explain the results 
of data analysis to someone without training 
in data science is only one side of the coin. 
The other side of a successful data scientist is 
listening skills or more broadly, empathy.
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claims process and improve the customer 
experience. For example, in some cases, the 
entire process might be automated. If I have 
a minor accident, I would place a single call, 
answer some recorded questions, and the 
claim would be settled and paid. 

In other cases, when I first call to report 
an accident, I might be connected to an 
adjuster who, through the use of Facetime 
or another video app on my phone, would 
be able to immediately assess the damages. 
This would not only save the adjuster the 
time it would take to come out and view 
my car, but also change the nature of his 
job. Instead of traveling from place to place 
inspecting damaged vehicles, having little 
contact with the owners, and returning to 
file reports, the adjuster now would interact 
one-on-one with customers who have just 
been in an accident. 

Instead of being three or four steps into the 
claims process, he is now front and center. 
So in addition to his professional expertise 
in damage assessment, he needs to be 
comfortable using digital communications 
technology. He needs to be empathetic and 
customer savvy. Both the claims process and 
people’s roles have changed dramatically. 

As you can see here, saying that you’re 
going to implement a digital solution to 
make interactions with your customers more 
efficient and engaging is only the starting 
point. You need to revamp the process.  
You need to be sure the people who are 
going to enable the new process buy into 
the change and have the tools and training 
to make it happen.

What did you mean when you talked about 
companies organizing around something 
other than products? 

Well, let’s stick with insurance. Traditionally, 
a company sells me a product, an auto 
insurance policy. If I get in an accident, I 
file a claim – which, by the way, given the 
unfortunate events that led you to that point, 
lends kind of a negative connotation to my 
interaction with the company. 

But digital technology allows companies 
to go beyond simply selling customers an 
insurance policy. It allows them to create a 
platform designed to respond to key events 
in the customer journey. When I call to say 

I have been in accident, the company still 
gathers claim information. But by focusing 
on my situation, it might offer to get me 
home in a taxi and my car to a repair shop. 
It might set me up with a rental car for the 
time that my car is in the shop.

There are technology solutions that can 
enable this as soon as a customer calls—
that, for example, allow the company 

to immediately access my customer 
profile, including my preferences in rental 
cars or towing companies. But to do 
that, companies need to rethink their 
organizational setup. A traditional product-
based structure is organized in silos—sales 
and marketing, customer service, support 
functions like finance and HR. Shifting 
their focus from the product to end-to-
end customer solutions based on digital 
technology requires companies to be 
more horizontally interconnected. And this 
requires tremendous organizational change.

how do you make these sorts of broad-based 
organizational change happen?

You need to create a flatter, more customer-
centric organization, one that isn’t built 
around product-based silos. You need to 
enable agile ways of working. That means 
having a structure which is flexible enough 
to easily pull together specialists from 
different parts of the organization, which 
leverages informal information networks 
across functions in order to explain changes, 
gather employee feedback, and help ensure 
that decisions stick. This may require a 
change in your culture. 

But the first thing you need to do is 
recognize that such changes are necessary, 
that the technology solution won’t be 
successful without them.

When i CaLL [my inSuranCe 
COmpany] TO Say i have Been in an 
aCCiDenT, The COmpany WiLL STiLL 
gaTher CLaim infOrmaTiOn. BuT iT 
mighT aLSO Offer TO geT me hOme in 
a Taxi anD my Car TO a repair ShOp.

Leaveraging digital technologies to improve 
business performance presents an array 
of non-technological challenges. In this 
interview, Neeti Bhardwaj, a Principal with 
A.T. Kearney in the Leadership, Change & 
Organization practice, offers some insights 
on how to overcome those challenges. 

We increasingly hear that digital 
transformation is about much more than 
digital technology. But what is that  
“much more”?

Yes, clearly technology is just the starting 
point. Digital technology changes the way 
organizations work. It changes the way 
they go to market and engage with their 
customers. It can fundamentally change their 
business model. So for digital technology 
to deliver results, you need to think about 
transformation across the board and across 
the organization. We’re not talking about 
plug-and-play systems. We’re talking about 
fundamentally changing the processes in 
which digital technology is deployed. We’re 
talking about changing the way the entire 
organization supports those processes, 
which means helping people to understand 
the change and their role in it. We’re also 
talking about flattening the organization and 

The OTher SiDe Of  
DigiTaL TranSfOrmaTiOn

creating an interconnected structure that 
is built not around a traditional product but 
around the customer journey, a structure 
that can respond to pivotal events in  
that journey.

What’s an example of how digital 
technology might transform those 
processes, people roles, and traditional 
products? 

Well, take an auto insurance company. 
Traditionally, if I’m in an accident, I place a 
call to the company’s 800 number. They ask 
if I’m okay and take some basic information. 
Later, someone calls me back to get the 
details. Then they send out an adjuster to 
look at my car to assess the damage. 

Now, the industry is looking at how digital 
technology can both streamline the 

Neeti Bhardwaj 
A.T. Kearney
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services, the old sales model no longer 
works. At HCL, we have reorganized our 
sales function so that a single client partner 
works with a customer to determine its 
needs. The client partner then creates 
unified solutions that can integrate several 
traditional product categories and that 
draw on expertise from across HCL’s global 
organization. As client partners and sales 
teams gain a deeper understanding of 
the customer’s business and competitive 
landscape, they can even propose solutions 
to challenges that the customer isn’t yet 
aware of.

This new approach means a big change in 
the sales role. Our front-line people need to 
do more than come in with a preconceived 
notion of what they want to sell. They need 
to go far beyond the stereotype of someone 
who sets up a golf or dinner meeting, 
who invites in experts – who is basically a 
relationship coordinator. We want our sales 
people to be so knowledgeable about both 
the customer’s challenges and about HCL’s 
broad range of capabilities that they can 
put together innovative solutions that match 
those challenges and capabilities. We want 
them to come to a customer with a point 
of view about that customer’s business 
and competitive environment, with sharp 
insights that connect the dots for customers 
– including dots that the customer may 
not have yet seen. This transforms sales 
executives into digital consultants, whose 
ability to predict customer needs makes 
them as much thought leader as salesman. 
Note that this doesn’t only help HCL. It 
transforms our sales people into high-value 
professionals, enabling them to develop their 
personal brand with customers.

But what does merlin have to do with any 
of this?

Well, first the app puts in the hand of a sales 
person access to information that previously 
would have been locked in organizational 
silos. This increases the sales person’s 
understanding of HCL’s capabilities and 
expertise across traditional lines of business 

ThiS makeS SaLeS exeCuTiveS aS 
muCh ThOughT LeaDer aS SaLeSman.

and geographies. For example, when you 
click on an account, it will show the name of 
all HCL contacts that the customer has dealt 
with in the past, along with the opportunities 
that were discussed. This kind of information 
makes it easier for client partners to 
integrate multiple solutions from various 
HCL practices. 

But Merlin doesn’t just offer information. 
It also offers insights. The app’s analytic 
features help sales people to anticipate 
customer needs and bring new ideas 
to the table. Drawing on customer data 
from different sources across HCL – data 
about both a particular customer and other 
customers in the same industry – sales people 
can spot patterns that point to relevant 
solutions for their customer, now and in the 
future. The app arms sales people with the 
information and analytics that enables them 
to take on this consultative role. 

how was merlin developed? 

We started by closely studying current 
sales practices. Through extensive 
interviews with people in various sales 
roles – client partner, account manager, 
business development specialists, and 
others – about their daily activities, we 
mapped more than 450 processes that 
defined people’s jobs. These included 
everything from tracking progress 
toward a quarterly bonus to planning 
meetings and customer visits to 
evaluating which business opportunities 
to pursue. Arranging these processes on 
a control impact matrix, we were able to 
immediately eliminate certain processes 
and enhance or consolidate others. 
Development didn’t stop with the release 
of the app in 2016. Rapid iterations based 
on user feedback have occurred every 15 
to 30 days since its inception.

Of course, as in all digital transformations, 
technology is just the starting point. The 
initiative – both the Merlin app and the 
transformation of the traditional sales role – 
has presented major change management 
challenges. So, we also spend a lot of time 
with sales people working through the 
human aspects of using the new technology 
and the business insights it can provide. 
As people ingest these changes from a 
human rather than an IT point of view, we 
see real breakthroughs in how we conduct 
our business.

A mobile app for sales executives at HCL 
Technologies was designed to increase 
their effectiveness. In this interview with 
Arthur Filip, Executive Vice President and 
Global Head of Sales and Marketing at HCL, 
he explains how the app, dubbed “Merlin,” 
is also helping to transform the sales 
role – from task-oriented and responsive 
relationship manager to big-thinking and 
proactive digital consultant.

So, what exactly is merlin? 

Merlin consolidates, on a single mobile 
platform, more than 20 previously existing 
applications, backend databases, and other 
tools that sales people use to deal with 
various aspects of their work life. These 
include everything from scheduling travel 
and submitting expenses to tracking leads 
and sales targets to calculating pipeline 
and project profitability. Merlin eliminated 
unnecessary or duplicative tasks required 
in different processes. Following HCL’s 
“1-2-3” design approach, the most critical 
information needed for action is on the first 
screen and 80% of the actions are no more 
than three clicks away. By giving people 
smarter and faster ways to get tasks done, 
the app frees up time to focus on the needs 
of existing and prospective customers. 

reinvenTing The “SaLeS LifeSTyLe”

But Merlin is much more than this. It is 
both a reflection of and an enabling tool 
for changes in the way we, as a company, 
engage with our customers. And in that 
sense, it is helping to redefine what you 
might call the sales lifestyle.

What do you mean by “sales lifestyle”? 

Traditionally, our sales people have focused 
on selling existing products or services 
to customers, often staying on during the 
delivery of those services to manage the 
relationship and upsell additional offerings. 
Sales teams have been organized by 
industry or product category or geography, 
usually with little interaction among those 
teams. Often, more than one team was 
working with a single customer organization. 
But as industry boundaries dissolve and as 
customers seek outcome-based solutions 
to problems rather than set products or 

Arthur Filip 
HCL Technologies
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Janet Schijns, Chief merchant and Services Officer, Office Depot (@channelsmart)

Artificial intelligence is a brand new game and so the strategy needs to start from the 
ground up looking at the operation, go to market, development and delivery cycles for pots 
of gold #STinsights

kimberly “kim” Stevenson, Svp and gm, Lenovo (@kimsstevenson)

I see business benefits in three dimensions: 1) improving operational efficiency thru extreme 
automation 2) enriched products/services 3) great Cx #STinsights

Dion hinchcliffe, vp, Constellation research (@dhinchcliffe)

Benefits enterprises see today w/ #AI: better #marketing and #leadgen; mass personalization 
of #cx; predictive #analytics for ops; #supplychain, digital #boardroom; smart decision 
support and forecasting; automated talent management. #STinsights

g nagesh rao, Chief Technologist, uS Small Business administration (@gnageshrao)

For AI &/or Machine Learning how we decide to refer to it all...it’s a tool. Not a 
replacement...but a utility for things such as aiding communication, engagement, and 
automation of tasks #STinsights

mei Lin fung, Co-founder, people Centred internet (@meilinfung)

AI can be used to augment human capabilities… humans have visual capacity to detect 
patterns in different ways from machines - AI data presented in colors and patterns would 
allow humans to highlight new connections undetected by machines and also use human 
understanding of context to guide the presentation of data so it is more likely to make sense 
to a human thus they can amplify AI capabilities. #STinsights

Jo peterson, vp – Cloud Services, Clarify360 (@digitalcloudgal)

Companies around the world are using AI to detect and deter security intrusions. #STinsights

Straight Talk’s popular Tweet Chats @CIOStraightTalk, which 
typically generate millions of impressions, are conversations 
involving a panel of subject matter experts and an audience 
of executives interested in the topic. Here are some comments 
from the panelists of a recent Tweet chat, “Pairing Humans with 
Artificial Intelligence in the Enterprise.” View a summary of the 
chat at www.straighttalkonline.com/pairing-humans-ai-enterprise. 

ai

follow #STinsights for the latest in enterprise iT



A Chief Digital Officer and self-styled “future hunter” explains why 
companies need to investigate the potential of blockchain—now. 

When I was 16, with a newfound 
understanding of how to write code and 
uninspected ambition, I set out to create my 
first Internet application. I was a teenager 
with the power of the Internet in my hands. 

Unfortunately, I was blinded by what I 
saw. As a user of AOL Chat, I wrote what 
I thought was a better chat app. And it 
worked. But of all the applications that 
I might have developed leveraging the 
power of the Internet—a YouTube, say, or a 
GitHub—I settled for simply creating a better 
version of an app that already existed.

I learned something from that experience. 
I learned that you need to try and imagine 
what the latest big thing might mean in the 
future—future hunting, if you will. 

For example, today we are all preoccupied 
with Bitcoin. Indeed, when it first appeared, I 
was intrigued. I did some Bitcoin mining and 
some Bitcoin exchanges. But within a year 
or two, it was something else that got me 
excited: blockchain, the underlying protocol 
of Bitcoin. I saw that Bitcoin is to blockchain 
what AOL Chat was to the TCP/IP, the 

The Next Source 
of Competitive 
Advantage: TRUST

foundation of the Internet—simply a first 
demonstration of a powerful protocol.  
I wanted to avoid the mistake I’d made  
as a teenager. I didn’t want to be  
trying to write a better coin app while 
overlooking blockchain’s tremendous  
and far-ranging potential. 

At the same time, I struggled with a 
question: What sort of problem worth 
tackling could blockchain, with all that 
potential, solve?

THE TRADITIONAL 
DATA DILEMMA
We live in a world that systematically 
permits us to misrepresent data to each 
other. Hundreds of trillions of times a day, 
data exchanges take place between people, 
between businesses, between people and 
businesses. And data usually comes to us 
and says, Hi, I’m data, trust me…*wink, wink*. 
But we don’t have a good way to check, to 
be sure that the data hasn’t been massaged 
or manipulated or even fabricated. 

Richie etwaRu 

company   Hu-manity.co

Position   CEO

works from   New York City

Professional Background Currently CEO of Hu-manity.co, an organization devoted to
furthering human rights through blockchain technology, Richie 
Etwaru was previously Chief Digital Officer of IQVIA, a human-
data science company. He has held senior IT positions at UBS 
Wealth Management, Barclays, and Prudential Securities. 
He also is a regular contributor to Forbes.com, CIO.com, 
and the Huffington Post; an adjunct professor in blockchain 
management at Syracuse University; and the author of 
Corporate Awesome Sauce, voted one of INC Magazine’s 
Top 10 Leadership Books for 2015, and Blockchain/Trust 
Companies: Every Company Is at Risk of Being Disrupted by a 
Trusted Version of Itself.

education   BS in information systems management, Queens College of the City University of
New York; MBA in technology management, University of Phoenix.
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liability when information related to the 
contract turns out to be false. But most 
information isn’t covered by a formal legal 
contract, and in any case, getting relief 
under one is costly and time consuming. 

We rely on intermediaries—entities 
like banks, government agencies, title 
companies, audit and rating services, 
and analysts—to serve as independent 
verifiers of such things as, say, an airline’s 
maintenance record or a company’s 
capabilities. But intermediaries can’t always 
be trusted. A government agency may be 
understaffed and rely on the companies they 
regulate for their information. Rating services 
and analysts may not be as independent and 
objective as they seem. 

We rely on our familiarity with members 
of, say, a business network to validate the 
information we receive. But such networks 
are only useful in certain situations. And 
although they may increase our comfort 
level with information we receive they don’t 
guarantee its accuracy.

We rely on a company’s brand in deciding 
whether to believe its marketing claims. But 
we have seen far too many times that even 
the most trusted brand can be an unreliable 
indicator of truthful information. 

fOr aLL i knOW, “CaTLOver1465” 
may WeLL Be a COmpeTiTOr—WhO 
may aT The Same Time Be WriTing 
a greaT revieW aBOuT hiS 
reSTauranT!

In the end, we often base our trust on a gut 
feeling. Think of Uber, and the amount of 
trust we have to initially manufacture with 
our gut to get into a car with a stranger.  
And gut-based trust is on the rise, as we 
transact more things with more people at  
a greater distance in more ways than we did 
in the past. 

A POWERFUL 
DIFFERENTIATOR 
This is why I believe that trust is the next 
competitive differentiator, that companies 
who seize the opportunity to compete 

With the blockchain protocol, for the first 
time in history we can now receive and 
leverage data that comes to us and says, 
Hi, I’m data, and by the way, you don’t have 
to take me on trust; this algorithm proves 
I haven’t been tampered with. (For a brief 
explanation of how blockchain works, see the 
sidebar “Bitcoin is the Tip of the Iceberg.”) 

This is an entirely new paradigm, one that 
potentially makes blockchain the foundation 
of what I call “trusted commerce.” Why is 
that important? Because companies that 
understand this—that realize the significance 
of adding absolute transparency to the 
information supply chain—are likely to gain a 
powerful advantage over rivals. 

LIKE PREVIOUS 
VERSIONS OF A 
POWERPOINT SLIDE 
Start with a somewhat simplified example. 
I happen to have a restaurant as a hobby 
investment. When someone writes a 
negative review, I take it personally. But I 
have no idea, first of all, whether that person 
actually dined at the restaurant. I don’t know 
the identity of the person writing the review. 
For all I know, “catlover1465” may well be a 
competitor—who may at the same time be 
writing a great review about his restaurant!

suppliers and the local department of health. 
And the data generated by the various 
parties would be governed by a set of rules 
that would guarantee its trustworthiness. 

Here’s an analogy for how blockchain works 
to increase our trust in data. Picture sitting in 
a polished sales presentation—and being able 
to click a button that revealed every single 
version of each PowerPoint slide and showed 
how the information had been massaged by 
various participants before the presentation 
was deemed ready for public viewing. 

i SaW ThaT BiTCOin iS TO 
BLOCkChain WhaT aOL ChaT WaS 
TO…The inTerneT—SimpLy a firST 
DemOnSTraTiOn Of a pOWerfuL 
prOTOCOL.

DaTa uSuaLLy COmeS TO uS anD 
SayS, hi, i’m dAtA, trust me…*wink, 
wink*. BuT We DOn’T have a gOOD 
Way TO CheCk, TO Be Sure ThaT 
The DaTa haSn’T Been maSSageD 
Or manipuLaTeD Or even 
faBriCaTeD.

A review published using the blockchain 
protocol would be part of a distributed 
system of entities that would replace blind 
faith in a review’s validity with well-founded 
trust. A blockchain-enabled restaurant 
review system would obviously include the 
restaurant and the reviewer. But it could 
also include credit card issuers and a point-
of-sale system to verify that the reviewer 
actually ate at the restaurant and in fact had 
the dishes discussed in the review. It could 
include other parties with data relevant to 
a restaurant’s quality—for example, food 

This kind of transparency and trust can 
be built into all kinds of business-relevant 
data.  Until now, interest in blockchain has 
generally focused on financial services data. 
But the protocol can also be applied to 
identity data, to inventory data, to market 
data, to the data behind product claims, 
to agreement data, to corporate data. For 
example, what if you built trust into the 
data that company divisions feed into the 
budgeting process?!

Over the last 50 years, we’ve done a lot 
to increase transaction speed and reduce 
transaction costs through automation. 
We’ve improved transaction reach with 
the Internet. But we haven’t done much to 
increase transaction trust. We still live in a 
state of commerce where we can almost 
systematically lie to each other by passing 
back and forth data sets that can be 
manipulated and are often hard to verify. 

TRADITIONAL WAYS 
TO ENGENDER 
TRUST 
Granted, traditional mechanisms exist to 
help us to trust data we receive. We rely 
on legal contracts and their imposition of 

BITCOIN IS THE TIP OF 
THE ICEBERG
For many people, blockchain means 
Bitcoin, the increasingly popular 
digital cryptocurrency. But the idea 
behind blockchain—creating trust in 
the information on which transactions 
are based—is widely applicable, in 
business and other realms. 

Making it possible for buyers and 
sellers to trust each other has been 
a problem in business for thousands 
of years. And for the last millennium 
or so, the best solution has been 
to create a ledger held by some 
trusted intermediary, such as a bank 
or a government. Today, many such 
intermediaries exist but mostly just to 
hang on to high-tech versions of that 
same old ledger.  

Blockchain is likely to change all 
that. This distributed ledger system 
represents a major upgrade on the 
traditional ledger for two reasons:

•  First, every transaction is encrypted 
with a unique key. This makes 
it almost impossible to tamper 
with – especially given that each 
transaction incorporates and 
re-encrypts every prior related 
transaction (hence the name, 
blockchain). 

• Second, when a change is made to 
a record and stamped by a trusted 
party known to others in the chain, 
copies of that record are sent to 
ledgers on every node. Periodically, 
an algorithm verifies that each of 
those distributed ledgers are exact 
copies of each other, and throws out 
any transactions that don’t match all 
the other copies. 

The upshot: a would-be tamperer in 
a blockchain system would not only 
have to break the encrypted code of 
a record but simultaneously change 
thousands or millions of copies of that 
same record at the same instance.
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Over The LaST 50 yearS, 
We’ve DOne a LOT TO inCreaSe 
TranSaCTiOn SpeeD anD 
reDuCe TranSaCTiOn COSTS 
ThrOugh auTOmaTiOn. We’ve 
imprOveD TranSaCTiOn 
reaCh WiTh The inTerneT. BuT 
We haven’T DOne muCh TO 
inCreaSe TranSaCTiOn TruST. 

When WaS The LaST Time a [JOB] 
CanDiDaTe gave yOu The name 
Of a referenCe WhO WOuLD TeLL 
yOu The TruTh? 

a million people interested in blockchain. If 
you add up all the YouTube videos about 
blockchain, the total viewership will be  
many millions. 

If you have these three things in place, a 
revolution often results. And I’d say that the 
blockchain revolution is imminent. Every 
trade magazine has had a blockchain cover 
in the last 12 months. Fifty percent of the 
governments in the world have some sort 
of blockchain experiment going on at the 
moment. I don’t believe that things standing 
in the way, such as concerns about privacy, 
will stop a movement so significant. 

In five to ten years, this revolution will be 
everywhere. I think we’re about to see a 
colossal slaughter. This is not about, say, GE 
becoming a better GE. This is about waiting 
for GE to get knocked out by the trusted 
version of GE. 

Powerful new technologies receiving so 
much attention these days, such as IoT 
and AI, allow us to do what we currently 
do better and faster—to build a better 
mousetrap, if you will. Blockchain raises 
a profound question: “Do we need a 
mousetrap, if in fact we don’t have a  
mouse problem?”

  Takeaways
  Blockchain, by creating trusted 

exchanges of information, will 
lead to a profound revolution in 
commerce.

  Trust will be a powerful competitive 
differentiator.

  Companies have to learn to be 
transparent or get ready to be 
replaced by a more trusted version 
of themselves. 

1

2

3

resumes would do to the recruiting and the 
hiring process. 

If you’re applying for a job, there’s a website 
called Glassdoor, where you can go and 
check to see which companies are hiring 
and whether they are good employers. But 
the best thing employers generally have 
to assess the accuracy of a job candidate’s 
resume are references. And when was the 
last time a candidate gave you the name of 
someone who would tell you the truth? 

If a company has a choice between two 
similar candidates, they will choose the one 
whose resume has been verified through a 
blockchain-like process. 

A REVOLUTION IN 
THE MAKING
Why do I think that the scenario I describe 
is going to happen? Why do I think we’re 
about to experience a trust revolution in the 
commercial world?

Revolutions tend to happen when three 
things align at the same time. First, there is 
a legitimate argument that there has to be 
a better way. And we’re seeing that here, if 
you think about the difference between data 
that comes to you and says, Trust me – don’t 
worry, as opposed to data that comes to you 
and says, You don’t need to trust me, you 
can test me.

The second thing that leads to revolutions is 
enough power in the hands of youth to drive 
a change. And if you look at blockchain, 
we’re seeing a situation where young 
people are at the forefront. The CEO of 
IBM’s number one blockchain competitor, 
Ethereum, is 23 years old. The young not 
only have growing spending power, they 
have in blockchain a tool that will allow them 
to redesign commerce to suit themselves.

The third condition is that the populace 
believes some sort of change can happen 
in a short period of time. And blockchain 
momentum is gathering rapidly. Last year  
I gave a local TedX Talk on blockchain—not 
on the big Ted stage but at an event in New 
Jersey—and the YouTube video of the talk 
has more than 970,000 views. That’s nearly 

on the basis of trust will soon achieve a 
powerful competitive advantage. 

Over the years, businesses have competed 
on such things as product features, product 
quality, pricing, supply chains that offered 
immediate availability. More recently, as 
many sources of competitive advantage 
became commoditized, “experience” has 
come to the fore. A company is able to 
disrupt an industry by creating a better 
experience than rivals with similar products. 

and what we paid for the fuel, and how we 
pay our employees. And this is why we price 
your flight this way. And by the way, we make 
a little profit on top of it, and here’s what we 
do with our profits. When you get a price 
from us, you know what went into that price, 
and you know what quality of product you’re 
getting and how safe the airplanes you’re 
flying in are. We’re just like American, except 
that instead of charging $399 to fly here to 
Miami, we’re charging $420. OK? It’s an extra 
$21 more, but look at what we’re offering.” 

piCTure SiTTing in a SaLeS 
preSenTaTiOn—anD Being aBLe 
TO CLiCk a BuTTOn ThaT reveaLeD 
every SingLe verSiOn Of eaCh 
pOWerpOinT SLiDe.

Well, within the next decade, I think the 
company that has trust as a differentiator 
will disrupt rivals that don’t. Another way to 
put it: Very soon, every company will find 
itself at risk of being disrupted by a trusted 
version of itself. 

Here’s another simple example. We could start 
an airline today that looks exactly like, say, 
American Airlines, that serves the same cities 
with the same aircraft in the same way that 
American does. The only difference: we’re 
more trusted and transparent. All we’d have to 
say to win is: 

“Here are our safety and maintenance records. 
Here’s all the pricing of all of our airplanes, 

There’s a difference in competing on trust 
from competing on experience or product 
or pricing. Trust is a first-to-market game. 
If you’re first to market with new product 
features but without offering a great 
experience, a fast follower can come along 
with experience and beat you. Or you can 
offer a great experience and someone can 
come along and beat you on price. But trust, 
when it’s deserved, is difficult to disrupt. 
Human beings aren’t likely to stop trusting 
someone they trust and then start trusting 
somebody else. It’s just not in our genes. 

Interestingly, this is going to happen to 
individuals, too. That is, every person will be 
at the risk of being disrupted by a trusted 
version of themselves. Think of LinkedIn. It 
arguably is the website with the most lies 
on the Internet. It’s a place where you can 
openly go and misrepresent yourself, and 
practically no one will challenge you. Then 
think about LinkedIn versus resumes on 
a blockchain, and what those blockchain 

Commerce, which has evolved in the past several decades from a focus on product value to a focus 
on customer experience, is set to enter a new stage, in which customer trust will be paramount.

THE CHANGING NATURE Of COmmERCE
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mike D. kail, CTO, Cybric (@mdkail)

Elimination of human error, enablement of continuous productivity, increased data metrics/
safety/security are some benefits of #industry40. Supply chain digitization requires tech like 
#IoT, #BlockChain, and #AI to fully realize #Industry40. #STinsights

kirk Borne, principal Data Scientist, Booz allen hamilton (@kirkDBorne)

#Industry40 delivers greater insights into ops, supply chain, maintenance (predictive & 
prescriptive) via ubiquitous Sensors. Industry40 requires forward-thinking mgmt, "no box" 
thinking, silo-busting, revolutionary innovative #MachineIntelligence #STinsights

anand Birje, Cvp Digital & analytics, hCL Technologies (@anandbirje)

Comprehensive and strategic leverage of Cloud, AI, Analytics, APIs, IOT are critical for Industry 
4.0. IoT is going to be the biggest game change for cybersecurity & GRC. #STinsights

kevin L. Jackson, Director – Cloud, engility Corporation (@kevin_Jackson)

The main barrier is cultural change associated with creating and executing the required 
new business models. #Industry40 #STinsights

Dr. Dean anthony gratton, CeO, gratton associates (@grattonboy)

#Industry40 means empowering manufacturing and production with intelligence that could 
possibly predict its own future #IIoT. Taking away the ‘human’ element will lower #OPEx and 
in turn increase quality and speed of production #Industry40 #IoT #IIoT #STinsights

Tim Crawford, advisor, avoa (@tcrawford)

#Industry40 brings many of the same benefits as automation & technology: Faster, cheaper, 
personalization, accuracy, etc. #STinsights

Straight Talk Tweet Chats @CIOStraightTalk, conversations 
among a panel of subject matter experts and executives 
interested in the topic, address new technologies and  
the changes they enable. Here are some observations  
from the panelists of a recent Tweet chat, “Industry 4.0: 
Evolution or Revolution.” View a summary of the chat at  
www.straighttalkonline.com/industry-40-evolution-or-revolution.

industry 4.0
On hearing an employee’s vision for a gas-powered vehicle, Thomas Edison, the father of the 
electric age, gave him a piece of selfless advice - quit. That employee was Henry Ford.

Edison’s nudge helped Ford ignite a new era in transportation. But more importantly, their 
bond exemplified the power of a Relationship Beyond the Contract - to shape the path of 
human history and lay the foundation for a brighter tomorrow.

A LIGHT-BULB MOMENT THAT 
DROVE THE WORLD TO CHANGE.

Today, HCL drives this philosophy  
into the 21st Century with customers  
around the world. Find out how at

follow #STinsights for the latest in enterprise iT



Blockchain. It’s the current buzzword, 
and not just in financial circles. Indeed, 
blockchain technology may prove to be a 
revolutionary way to speed up and verify 
many currently manual processes, as quickly 
as it takes to press a button on a keyboard. 

A BLOCKCHAIN 
PRIMER
Before we examine its potential, let’s do a 
quick review of blockchain and how it works. 
Distributed ledger technology, commonly 
known as blockchain, is a file verification 
network in which every transaction and 
individual piece of data is verified multiple 
times by a network of computers. It has the 
potential to both speed the completion of 
transactions and make them more secure.

Blockchain technology underlies such virtual 
currencies as bitcoin. In fact, although the 
term blockchain tends to be used generically, 
there are over 700 different blockchains 
in existence. Those other than the original 

blockchain that enables bitcoin are technically 
known as “alternatives to blockchain,” or an 
alt-chain. Each crypto-currency has its own 
chain; two of the better known ones are 
Etherium and Litecoin. 

The reason blockchain is so powerful is 
that a number of nodes—computers in 
the network—are constantly verifying a 
transaction chain and creating an immutable 
record that can’t be changed. Through the 
use of cryptographic technology, the record, 
or ledger, of transactions is encrypted so that 
only authorized parties in the network are 
allowed to access or alter it. Changes don’t 
need a central authority or any intermediary 
to authenticate them; instead, a unique 
algorithm-generated token is created and 
assigned to every change. These tokens are 
grouped into blocks and are validated by the 
computers on the network. Each block has a 
timestamp and a link to the previous block. 
Everyone’s copy of the blockchain is kept in 
sync, and cryptography ensures that users 
can only edit the parts of the blockchain for 
which they have a private key and permission 
to do so. 

BLOCKCHAIN’S
TRANSFORMATIONAL

P O T E N T I A L 

The technology behind bitcoin is transforming yet another area of the 
financial world: clearing houses’ centralized settlement process.
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For example, the Australian Stock Exchange 
is working to adopt blockchain technology 
as a replacement for its Clearing House 
Electronic Sub-register System (CHESS). 
It recently tested a prototype and plans to 
invest AUS$50m ($38.5m) in the project, 
with the ultimate aim of making a transaction 
and settlement occur simultaneously. 

In another context, CME Group and Britain's 
Royal Mint have started testing a blockchain-
based platform for gold trading. The new 
platform will enable the trading of "Royal 
Mint Gold," or RMG, a new digital token 
issued by the Royal Mint. Each RMG will 
represent a digital record of ownership to 
1 gram of physical gold stored in the Royal 
Mint's vault. 

BUILDING AN 
ECOSYSTEM 
Clearly, these are initial, incremental steps. 
Implementing and standardizing blockchain 
technology will cost billions of dollars. 

The adoption process will be slow and 
the technology will remain confined to 
subsets of financial markets and for specific 
uses, at least for now. The majority of the 
organizations experimenting with blockchain 
technology are restricting it to internal use  
or to proof-of-concept trials for the time 
being. Such disconnected solution silos  
can’t demonstrate the full potential impact 
of Blockchain.

As they inspire more organizations to 
adopt blockchain, they’ll be helping to 
create an ecosystem in which market 
participants across borders work together 
to create a permanent record of digital 
events. Ultimately, there will be a single and 
indisputable version of truth concerning 
financial transactions, one created by mass 
collaboration that will re-invent and simplify 
the entire financial world, as well as many 
industries beyond it.

The views and opinions expressed in this 
article are solely those of the author and not 
necessarily the views of DGCX Group, its 
management, its subsidiaries, its affiliates, or 
its other professionals.

The auSTraLian STOCk 
exChange iS WOrking 
TO aDOpT BLOCkChain 
TeChnOLOgy aS a 
repLaCemenT fOr iTS 
CLearing hOuSe eLeCTrOniC 
SuB-regiSTer SySTem.

We are probably ten or maybe fifteen years 
away from a global distributed ledger that 
is beyond the control of any organization 
or industry. Still, these early adopters are 
spreading awareness globally among 
investors, banks, regulators, and other 
market participants. 

  Takeaways
  Blockchain technology, best known 

as the technology behind bitcoin, is 
not limited to virtual currencies but 
can potentially be applied to many 
centralized processes. For example, 
it could be applied to markets’ post-
trade settlement process, allowing for a 
real-time or near real-time clearing and 
settlement system. 

  The technology isn’t just about speed 
but also has the potential to improve 
markets’ transaction efficiency, by 
reducing the delay in such regulatory 
processes as documentation and anti-
money laundering. 

  An independent, blockchain-enabled 
global ledger is probably a decade 
or more away. But early adoption 
by forward-looking organizations is 
spreading awareness of blockchain’s 
potential among investors, banks, 
regulators, and other market 
participants. 
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Today, blockchain technology is not limited 
to virtual currencies. Many centralized 
processes can potentially be replaced with 
blockchain technology. One such area is the 
post-trade settlement process, where the 
new technology could enable the instant 
updating of ledgers in a synchronized and 
authenticated manner. This would create 
a real-time or near real-time clearing and 
settlement system that would bring it in line 
with the speed of trading. 

CUTTING OUT THE 
MIDDLEMAN
As it speeds up processes, Blockchain’s 
decentralized control on authentication 
and security also promises to reduce risks 
for businesses. These include risks involved 
in verifying the identity of parties to a 
transaction, as required by so-called KYC, or 
Know Your Customer, regulations. 

For instance, market exchanges like ours 
typically depend on a clearing house to 
oversee the clearing and settlement of 
trades. Clearing houses sit in the middle 
of a transaction between buyer and seller, 
guaranteeing that both parties meet their 
obligations. The clearing house holds what  
are called margin, a cash advance to be used 
if one side of the transaction fails to fulfill its 
obligations during the settlement process. 

regulators are pushing clearing houses to 
strengthen their security infrastructure.

The auSTraLian STOCk 
exChange iS WOrking TO aDOpT 
BLOCkChain TeChnOLOgy aS a 
repLaCemenT fOr iTS CLearing 
hOuSe eLeCTrOniC SuB-
regiSTer SySTem.

BLOCkChain TeChnOLOgy 
iS nOT LimiTeD TO virTuaL 
CurrenCieS. many 
CenTraLizeD prOCeSSeS 
Can pOTenTiaLLy 
Be repLaCeD WiTh 
BLOCkChain TeChnOLOgy.

To mitigate risk, the clearing house ensures 
that margins are paid in a timely manner—
usually on a day to day basis, but in times of 
high volatility, sometimes several times a day. 
Clearing houses offer this service by levying 
a small fee on each transaction. 

As barriers to trading are reduced and 
technology improves, international borders 
become less relevant and transactions 
occur at greater speed. In this environment, 

Blockchain adds a new dimension to this 
process by bypassing the conventional 
clearing house stage. Instead, an ecosystem 
of what may be hundreds of enabling 
computers, or nodes, register trusted 
transactions directly between the buyer and 
the seller. The nodes in the network are able 
to independently verify transactions, and an 
automated consensus can authenticate and 
register a trade.

INTRODUCING 
SMART CONTRACTS
Because the financial services industry is 
highly regulated, it is a challenge to make 
a contract interoperable among different 
systems while complying with mandated 
legal frameworks. Smart contracts  
enabled by blockchain technology have  
the potential to improve efficiency by 
reducing the delay in such regulatory 
processes as documentation, KYC, and  
anti-money laundering. 

In our industry we are seeing the 
implementation of private blockchains to 
improve transaction efficiency. For example, 
something called an electronic vault receipt 
platform enables businesses to access 
lines of credit against their inventories, 
by pledging these inventories to member 
banks or even the clearing houses. Solutions 
like this can make the post-trade process 
more efficient by acting as a central registry 
of ownership of goods and validating 
delivery obligations for transactions. 

Numerous trading and commodity 
exchanges are actively exploring way of 
implementing blockchain technology to 
both speed up processes and offer an 
added layer of security. 
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The Volvo Ocean Race is not only a huge 
event in the sailing world but one of the 
most extreme adventures out there. The 
competing boats circle the globe in often 
brutal conditions, with crews working 
around the clock for 28 days at a time in 
some of the most remote and inhospitable 
waters anywhere. For example, the vessels 
sail as far south as possible—beyond 
normal shipping lanes, where icebergs are 
a constant hazard—in an effort to catch the 
strongest winds. 

Boats in the 2017-18 race set off in October 
from Alicante, Spain, and will make stops 
in ten host cities on six continents. They 
will cross the finish line in The Hague, 
Netherlands, eight months and 45,000 
nautical miles after their start. 

But the challenges don’t only test human 
endurance. The event also pushes the 
 boundaries of technology. And digital 

technology is crucial to the success of the 
race. It not only allows us to support teams 
operating in these perilous  conditions but 
also enables the teams to share their stories 
in new ways with various  audiences—from 
sailing  enthusiasts to classrooms who use 
the race as a learning tool.

A HOSTILE 
TECHNOLOGY 
ENVIRONMENT
For the 2010 race, we took all the boats 
online, and it was one of the best decisions 
the race organizers ever made. The boats 
were equipped with integrated microphones 
and cameras, creating a veritable media 
machine on the sea capable of pumping 
information and images back to the race 
control center in Alicante at all hours. 

wind, courage, and 
 Bandwidth
Digital technology is at the heart of the Volvo Ocean Race, one of 
sport’s most grueling competitions.
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THE VALUE OF  
SELF-DISRUPTION
Much like our Volvo Ocean Race teams, we 
at Race Control can never allow any slack in 
our efforts during the race. We are always 
experimenting. And that’s the beauty of the 
race. This isn’t a 90-minute football match. 
It’s all day, every day, for eight months. So 
we innovate not just leading up to the event, 
but during it.

As an agile development shop, we’ll 
sometimes send software updates to 
the boats when they’re at sea, making 
adjustments based on the information the 
boats are sending us. Sometimes, we lose 
communication with the boat, but we allow 
space for those mistakes. The only way to 
innovate is to take some risks.

We have also begun using machine learning 
capabilities to help us analyze big data—not 
just the telemetry data that can tell us about 
the performance of the boat, but also data 
about the content we produce. For example, 
we can identify people following the race 
online who have similar interests. During the 
last competition we found through analysis 
of social media that school teachers from 
around the world were using the content 

Ultimately, in conjunction with academic 
partners, we may be able to come up with 
some models about, for example, the best 
crew rotations to optimize performance.

PLANNING FOR THE 
UNPLANNED
We test everything we can before the race—
the boats, the media, the technology, the 
reporters. But some approaches we have 
to reinvent as the race progresses. One big 
lesson I’ve learned is the importance of a 
Plan D, because the conditions of this race 
often make plans A, B, and C obsolete.

With the extreme temperatures and 
vibrations, just maintaining connectivity 
is difficult. But the biggest challenge is 
responding to the things you might never 
see coming. The only way to do that is 
to maintain extreme flexibility and work 
with partners who are equally agile and 
adaptable.

During the last edition of the race, Team 
Vestas Wind crashed into a reef in the 
middle of the Indian Ocean, three days 
away from Mauritius, the nearest land. Using 
radio and GPS coordinates, they were able 
to report their positions to Race Control. It 
was the middle of the night in shark-infested 
waters. The cameras recorded the crash, but 
ultimately gave out as the electrical system 
was overrun with seawater. There was no 
way to send a plane, no way to send a 
helicopter. Eight hours after the crash, as the 
ship began to fall apart, the crew made their 
way through the dark waters to a life boat 
they’d earlier tied to a rock, then made their 
way to a dry part of the reef, where they 
were picked up by a fishing boat several 
days later. Thankfully, everyone survived. 

As a result of climate change, the boats 
today are encountering more issues with ice. 
Ten years ago, we could tell them with some 
accuracy what latitude not to cross. Today, 
there’s much less certainty. We use our 
cloud back-end to help us look at the data 
in real-time for problems like ice or severe 
storms. We create models that enable us 
to proactively take care of the fleet. What’s 

OUR DREAM IS TO BEAM OUT LIVE 
PICTURES FROM THE MIDDLE OF THE 
SOUTHERN OCEAN FOR THE VERY 
FIRST TIME—FROM DRONE TO BOAT 
TO SATELLITE TO RACE CONTROL 
AND OUT TO THE WORLD.

we produce to teach geography in their 
classrooms. This allowed us to create 
content packages specifically designed for 
this community of school users, and even 
arrange for students to have a live Q&A 
session with crew members at the end of  
the race.

We also see great potential in applying 
machine learning capabilities to better 
understand the performance of the humans 
on board the boats. Looking at biometric 
data can help us to understand the impact 
of sleep—or lack of it—on operations. 

For the current race, each boat is  
equipped with seven fixed cameras, two 
wireless cameras, a 360-degree “virtual 
reality” camera, and several microphones.
Along with the sensors recording the boats’ 
performance, these generate a telemetry 
packet with more than 150 variables coming 
from each boat every ten seconds.

We download roughly 100 terabytes of 
video and other content from the boats 
during each leg of the race, while they are 
at sea, and as much as 1.5 petabytes when 
they’re in port. And that’s just the data from 
the boats; our models and other content 
generate another 12 to 14 petabytes.

But this cascade of data brings with it 
significant technical challenges. For one 
thing, the race takes place in an incredibly 
harsh technology environment. It’s not 
just extremes of temperature, humidity, 
and water pressure, but also G-forces, 
salt, and vibrations—when these boats are 
catching the wind, the vibrations on board 
are incredible. We work with world-class 
partners to make sure both the on-board 
hardware and the satellite network are as 
robust and resilient as possible.

Another unique requirement is the fact 
that the race’s rules prohibit crew members 
from having any direct connectivity with the 
outside world. That’s because a well-funded 
team could use a robust computer model to 
guide the crew through the course. 

We want them to have the same tools in 
making their navigational choices.

The idea of the race is to challenge the 
crews’ skills, decision-making, and risk 
taking. We give every team the same 
weather information as well as updates 
every six hours on how everyone is doing, 
but nothing more.

NExT-GEN  
STORYTELLING
With this year’s race, we’re taking our digital 
narratives to the next level. It’s not just about 
the technology we have on board—although 
we are bringing on a host of cutting edge 
tools. We are trying to get more value of out 
the human aspect of story telling as well. 

Besides our battery of on-board fixed and 
wireless cameras, we are continuing to use 
on-board reporters—we’ve expanded the 
team so that no one burns out—to capture 
and write the stories of the race. 

In addition, each boat also has two drones 
that can follow the boat, based on the GPS 
position. The vessels are in the middle of the 
ocean 90 percent of the time, far beyond 
the range of helicopters, and this enables us 
for the first time to capture footage from the 
air—when we can manage the delicate task of 
landing the drones on a boat travelling at an 
average speed of 27 knots. 

Our dream is to beam out live pictures from 
the middle of the Southern Ocean for the 
very first time—from drone to boat to satellite 
to Race Control and out to the world.

We are also working with the crews to share 
more of their own stories with audiences 
directly, perhaps having the skipper live 
tweeting or some of the younger crew 
posting to Snapchat. We found a way to 
create a gateway so that crews can start a 
conversation with the audience. The aim is to 
allow our audience to experience what these 
individuals go through on board as they live it.

THE CHALLENGES DON’T ONLY TEST 
HUMAN ENDURANCE. THE EVENT 
ALSO PUSHES THE BOUNDARIES OF 
TECHNOLOGY.

So we have what is essentially a black box—a 
fiber network—between each boat and Race 
Control. Race officials monitor all content 
going to or from the boat to make sure 
that no one has access to information they 
shouldn’t have. 

Beyond that, we’ve required that all boats 
carry the same amount of computer 
processing hardware. We don’t want crews 
to be building their own big data centers. 
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more, we share the data we’re collecting 
with organizations around the world trying 
to better understand the impact of climate 
change on our oceans and the weather. 

What we do is incredibly exciting, and as 
we’ve seen, it can have real value even 
beyond the event itself. By the end of 
the current race, I know that we will have 

Takeaways

Technology can have a dual purpose. In the Volvo Ocean Race, 
technology is used not only to track the performance of the boats 
but also to tell the human stories of their crews to the world.

In a brutal and relentlessly demanding technology environment, 
ongoing technology innovation is required in order to respond to 
rapidly changing conditions. 

Facing unforeseen technology obstacles can lead to innovations 
that otherwise wouldn’t have been possible.
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come up against some obstacles we could 
not have foreseen. But we also will have 
uncovered some innovations that otherwise 
would not have been possible. 
 

HCL is the official IT services partner for the 
Volvo Ocean Race.
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rachel Barber, CiO, igT (@rachelBarberigT)

I'm looking forward to seeing more and more IoT, cloud services and AI, speech interaction, 
biometrics, HMI, robotics, VR, AR, etc.  The list goes on! #STinsights

nigel Willson, global Strategist, microsoft (@nigewillson)

#QuantumComputing will be really real, Augmented Experiences will replace #AR, #MR 
& #VR. Biological Computing to be discussed more openly & will be an emerging field of 
#technology. #STinsights

kalyan kumar, Cvp & CTO, hCL Technologies (@kklive)

#Robots, #humanoids augmenting are getting mainstream. Inclusive, boundary less and holistic 
#security across the stack. #Cloud redefining itself with #PaaS leading the focus. #STinsights

Wayne anderson, enterprise Security architect, mcafee (@DigitalSecarch)

Computing and intellectual resources will have a median lifetime of 3 minutes. 
#microsegmentation #orchestration and #AI #VPA will be a manager-level deployment to 
gain leadership efficiency replacing EAs and travel functions. #STinsights

phil fersht, founder & CeO, hfS research (@pfersht)

#MachineLearning capability will be the dominant tech skill set. By 2020, we won’t be talking about 
#automation anymore… it will be native to all business-tech environments #STinsights.

heather Wilde, Co-founder and CTO, roceteer (@heathriel)

AI-Drive/Powered actually starts to mean something other than a buzz word, Machine-learning 
models are used in every platform and Platform-first becomes the norm

Straight Talk regularly asks technology leaders to share their 
experience-based insights on an array of technology, business, 
and professional issues. Here is a selection of observations,  
from @CIOStraightTalk and @CTOStraightTalk on Twitter, on  
the technologies that will have the most impact over the next 
several years.predictions  

for 2020

Srikrishna gopalakrishnan, Senior Director, paypal (@gopalasr)

Serverless architecture will become mainstream, AI is not artificial anymore      #STinsights

follow #STinsights for the latest in enterprise iT



Traditional telecommunications operators need a 
new approach to strategic thinking if they are to 
meet the challenge of multiple disruptive threats. 

It’s no exaggeration to say that digital disruption is completely reshaping 
the competitive landscape of the telecommunications industry. In the near 
term, new entrants such as WhatsApp, Viber, and other chat providers are 
cannibalizing voice and data revenues for operators. Cloud service providers 
like Microsoft, Amazon, and Oracle are further squeezing revenues in both 
the enterprise and consumer markets. Medium to long term challenges 
include chat platforms, global Wi-Fi, and 5G digitally enabled ecosystems.

The digital revolution is disrupting the industry at every level and is forcing 
telecom operators to adapt or die. To successfully adapt, operators need 
to adopt new approaches and strategies that will help them navigate this 
unfamiliar environment. 

A TALE OF TRYING TIMES
This is not the first time that operators have struggled to devise strategies 
to address disruptions. A few decades ago, telecom operators reacted to 
cable operators providing media content over their networks by dabbling 
themselves in the media content business. What started out as grandiose 
plans to compete, however, ended in strategic failure. Operators had to  
settle for repackaging content, adding little to their overall revenue.

The emergence of system integrators represented similar challenges. 
Telecom operators created professional services departments to compete 
with system integrators in delivering solutions to enterprise customers 
on top of connectivity. But unable to compete effectively with SIs in R&D, 
innovation, and skills, operators resorted to offering simple solutions 
combined with connectivity in the unrealized strategic hope that a one-stop 
shop model would entice customers.

Surviving  
Telecom's  
“Disruption  
Convergence”

Director, Strategy and 
Customer Experience 

Etisalat

aBiD 
muSTafa

WOrkS frOm: Dubai, UAE

prOfeSSiOnaL BaCkgrOunD: 
Abid is a seasoned professional 
with 25 years’ experience in 
the IT and Telecommunications 
industry. His current focus area 
is visualizing digital customer 
journeys by employing robotics 
process automation and 
artificial intelligence. Abid is 
also the author of In the Age 
of Turbulence: How to Make 
Executive PMOs Successful, 
which is available in paperback 
and Kindle.

eDuCaTiOn: BSc, Electronic 
Engineering, King’s College 
London University

50 51



affairs, the emergence of multipolar powers 
like Russia and China, the erosion of state 
sovereignty through the rise of non-state 
actors (such as MNCs, NGOs, IGOs, and 
terrorist groups), and the global awakening 
of citizens. The last of these presents an 
interesting opportunity for operators, who 
might take advantage of accelerators to 
produce social media apps that could 
facilitate dialogue between citizens and civic 
society. 

There is also economic disruption. 
Unconventional economic tools — such as 
quantitative easing, negative interest rates, 
and government interventions in the “free 
market” — dominate the landscape, and no 
one is sure about what will come next. A 
better understanding of these factors could 
assist operators with a global footprint to 
insulate their operating profits in countries 
that are susceptible to devaluation or 
strengthening of the dollar. 

Add to the above the disruptions created 
around the world by climate change and 
extreme climatic conditions. Operators need 
to think about how they can protect their 
business from freak weather conditions, 
possibly through sophisticated predictive 
weather models.

The age of disruption convergence 
necessitates a new type of strategic thinking 
that relies on a nimble strategy process, one 
that is continuously fed with different inputs 
to enable operators to proactively seize 
opportunities, mitigate threats, and revise 
business models on the fly. Operators also 
need to eschew the industry’s traditional 
siloed approach and forge partnerships 
with other industries, governments and 
civic society. The need to involve multiple 
stakeholders requires operators to draw 
on multiple strategy modes—what strategy 
expert Henry Mintzberg calls positional, 
learning, planning, political, and cultural 
strategies—to exploit these  
new developments.

THE IMPORTANCE OF 
GENERALISTS
The Industrial Revolution created a need for 

specialists who became experts in certain 
narrowly defined skills. Today’s digital 
revolution, driven by disruption convergence, 
requires generalists, employees well 
versed in interdisciplinary subjects such as 
psychology economics, politics, business, 
sociology, and diplomacy. The role of 
specialists will not diminish, but expect to 
see more demand for generalists, able to 
strategically assess and respond to the 
technical and other disruptions companies 
face. In fact, generalists may turn out to be 
the most valuable asset for operators as they 
work to survive and thrive in the digital age.

   Takeaways
  Telecommunications operators need 

to improve on their spotty record 
in responding to disruptions in their 
competitive landscape, from the 
emergence of system integrators to 
the delivery of media content by cable 
operators over telecommunications 
networks.

  Disruptions currently facing the 
industry result in part from digital 
technologies that have opened 
the door to new competitors. But 
operators should not overlook other 
disruptive forces—political, economic, 
even climatic—that create both threats 
and opportunities.

  This “disruption convergence” requires 
an entirely new and flexible approach 
to strategy setting, one that enables 
operators to rapidly revise business 
models, work with a variety of partners, 
and draw on multiple strategy modes.
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preSSure TO reSpOnD in SOme 
Way TO inDuSTry TrenDS 
— BeCOming DigiTaL SimpLy 
BeCauSe OTher OperaTOrS are 
DOing SO — Can reSuLT in a 
fLurry Of “STraTegiC” aCTiviTy 
ThaT gOeS nOWhere.

In both cases, operators were unable to 
develop strategies that would allow them 
to take advantage of the opportunities in 
their industries. One of the principal reasons 
for such failures, of course, has been the 
array of regulatory restrictions that from the 
outset have made it difficult for operators 
to harness value around connectivity while 
making it easier for new rivals to exploit 
value higher up the value chain. The advent 
of the smart-phone and 3G exacerbated this 
difference, enabling non-telecommunication 
companies like WhatsApp to capture value 
on an enormous scale. 

to craft a robust strategic response to 
digital disruption. For some operators, 
digital strategy simply means adopting 
existing solutions that happen to involve 
digital technologies—cloud computing, 
big data and analytics, machine-to-
machine communications, robotics, artificial 
intelligence—without thinking through the 
strategic rationale. Copying without innovation 
does not lead to differentiation nor does 
it boost sales. Think of IBM in the 1980s: it 
discovered that modelling OS/2 on MS-DOS 
wasn’t enough to compete with Microsoft. 

Pressure to respond in some way to industry 
trends — becoming digital simply because 
other operators are doing so — can result 
in a flurry of “strategic” activity that goes 
nowhere. Another common and misguided 
response to external pressures is the 
adoption of separate strategies for the 
legacy business and the digital business, 
which is a recipe for failure. Focus is crucial 
to success and a good digital strategy 
requires the operator to undertake a deep 
assessment of where it can realistically 
compete, what resources it needs to create 
and capture value, and when to strike. 

iT iS COmmOn TO finD prOJeCTS 
DiSCOnneCTeD frOm STraTegy 
ThaT CreaTe a huge Drain On 
preCiOuS reSOurCeS.

The DigiTaL revOLuTiOn iS 
DiSrupTing The inDuSTry aT 
every LeveL anD iS fOrCing 
TeLeCOm OperaTOrS TO aDapT 
Or Die.

THE FAILURE 
OF “STRATEGIC 
CULTURE” 
The connectivity-centric business model has 
produced another casualty—strategic culture. 
A preoccupation with the exploitation of new 
technologies to enhance network coverage 
and performance dominates the discipline 
of strategy formulation. Operators tend to 
ignore the need for strategic rethinking, as 
value creation and value capture are routinely 
confined to the connectivity domain. What 
strategic thinking does occur is often 
limited to copying ideas from competitors 
or purchasing the ideas of management 
consultants. 

A weak strategic culture also affects strategy 
execution. It is common to find projects 
disconnected from strategy that create a 
huge drain on precious resources. Those 
projects that complement strategy do not 
deliver promised benefits, and operators 
struggle to capture value. The overall impact 
is that the gatekeepers of strategic culture—
the C-suite—is ill prepared to handle any 
sort of disruption, and strategy is reduced to 
financial planning only.

This legacy of a weak strategic culture 
means that operators often struggle 

Furthermore, some operators subscribe to 
the notion that a good digital strategy will 
deliver instantaneous success. This is rarely 
the case. Steve Jobs waited 30 years before 
he struck it right with the iPhone.

AN ERA OF MULTIPLE 
DISRUPTIONS
In today’s interconnected world, strategy 
formulation by operators to address solely 
digital disruption is inadequate. This is 
because the appearance of digital technology 
is not the only disruption they face. 

There is political disruption. Think of Brexit, 
America’s unpredictability in international 
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if yOu Think yOu Can engage 
BOOmerS By TaLking aBOuT 
reTiremenT, meDiCineS, anD 
SunDay STrOLLS ThrOugh The 
park, Think again.

Designing a Digital Experience 
for the 50-plus Generation
If you are ignoring baby boomers — one of America’s most lucrative 
demographics — now is the time to recalibrate your digital marketing mix.

We hear time and again that millennials are the most digitally savvy generation. 
And yes, members of this generation are typically the first to embrace technology. 
But baby boomers are incredibly active on digital and social media, too.

Take AARP's members, all 50 years of age or older. Most embrace technology 
and are at ease with digital channels. And they are a powerful demographic with 
influence—boomers spend over $2 trillion annually and control 70 percent of the 
disposable income in the US. Furthermore, the 50-plus population is projected  
to grow by 34% by 2030, compared with 12% growth for people in the 18 to 49 
age group.

hOW TO COnneCT WiTh BOOmerS

AARP recognizes the potential of this 
demographic. The organization, formerly 
known as the American Association of 
Retired Persons, is an advocacy group for 
the 50-plus age group, which currently 
comprises mostly baby boomers. 

With more than 37 million members, more 
than 1.7 million likes on Facebook, and 
46,000 subscribers on YouTube, AARP 
knows a thing or two about boomers’ digital 
consumption patterns.

AARP Services is a for-profit subsidiary of 
AARP that researches the preferences of the 
50-plus demographic. Then, in conjunction 
with partner companies, it develops, 
manages, and markets products ranging 
from health insurance to financial services, 
offerings involving everything from travel to 
lifestyle to shopping. 

Building digital connections with people over 
50 clearly represents a great opportunity. 

But there are nuances to how the boomer 
generation consumes content and engages 
via digital channels. Their preferences are 
not the same as millennials. Digital marketers 
need to understand these differences in 
order to deliver an exceptional omni-channel 
experience to this distinct demographic.

If you think you can engage boomers by 
talking about retirement, medicines, and 
Sunday strolls through the park, think 
again. They don’t want to be told that they 
are old. Furthermore, contrary to popular 
perception, they are not shying away from 
luxuries, and they have money and time to 
spend on shopping, traveling, entertaining, 
and socializing. 

gaurav Bhatia 
former vp - Digital Strategy 

AARP Services

PROFESSIONAL BACKGROUND: Gaurav 
Bhatia is the Vice President of Digital 
Strategy at AARP Services and Head 
of Digital for Influent50, a full-service 
marketing agency that is a division of AARP 
Services. He is responsible for managing 
the digital strategy and leads a team 
responsible for developing and executing 
digital capabilities for products and services 
across various digital channels—web, email, 
mobile, and social media platforms. He 
has extensive experience in both B2B and 
B2C digital marketing. Prior to AARP, he 
held senior marketing and digital positions 
at several large Fortune 500 companies 
including Capital One, Sabre Holdings 
(when it was the parent of Travelocity.com) 
and NIIT Technologies.

EDUCATION: BS, Mechanical 
Engineering, Manipal University; 
MS, Information Systems and MBA, 
University of Texas; Leadership 
Program, Tuck School of Business 
(Dartmouth)
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Chief Digital Officer 
NewDay USA
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Influent50, a full-service marketing 
agency that is a division of AARP 
Services. At AARP, he was responsible 
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auTOmaTing WiTh a purpOSe 

DOn’T BOiL The OCean

Digitalization is making marketing a data-
driven process deeply intertwined with IT. 
The heavy use of data and technology is 
freeing marketers from more mundane and 
repetitive tasks. And digitalization blurs 
lines between IT and marketing. At AARP 
Services, for instance, the group is part of 
marketing but also manages its own IT.  
I strongly believe that every company should 
look at digital as a horizontal that serves the 
entire organization.

The benefits of deploying technology in 
marketing functions are obvious, but this 
doesn’t mean that automating every part 
of the business is always the smartest 
idea. The idea should be to re-imagine 
experiences and outcomes in line with the 
business plan and not just force technology 

on every process. For example, you may 
track your customers and customize the 
experience based on what you know about 
them, but that doesn’t mean you should 
necessarily automate every process just 
because the technology allows you to. 
Identify points where customers need their 
privacy and don’t want to be tracked, and 
then leave them alone there. At AARP, 
certain processes aren’t automated in order 
to comply with regulations in areas such 
as healthcare. It’s a fine balance between 
customizing members’ digital experience 
and letting them navigate their own journey. 

    Takeaways
  The 50-plus generation, today’s Baby Boomers, who are more digitally savvy than many 

marketers assume, represents an often overlooked audience for digital marketing initiatives.

  One key to digital marketing success is to optimize and harmonize previously isolated  
digital capabilities.

  Just because your digital capabilities enable automation of a marketing activity doesn’t 
necessarily mean you should do it. Rather, be sure that such moves further your business plan.
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auTOmaTing WiTh a purpOSe 

DOn’T BOiL The OCean

With experience in finance, marketing 
strategy, and the tech world, I’ve always felt 
comfortable navigating this ever-changing 
marketing landscape. But working at a non-
profit like AARP taught me the need to be 
patient in building a business case, gradually 
rolling out a project one step at a time.

Too often, marketers try to do too much at 

one go and end up with a boil-the-ocean 
strategy. It makes more sense to begin by 
picking a few important issues, investing time 
and resources in those, and then scaling them.

If you have ignored boomers from your digital 
marketing mix, it’s time to start taking baby 
steps to connect with this vast, wealthy, and 
digitally-connected demographic.

TOO OfTen, markeTerS Try TO DO 
TOO muCh aT One gO anD enD up 
WiTh a BOiL-The-OCean STraTegy.

As for channels, don’t assume that boomers 
only consume content on laptops or desktop 
computers. The majority of them use the 
latest smartphones and tablets and are 
highly engaged on social media, so you need 
to expand your mobile and social strategy 
beyond younger demographics.

Boomers are very active on social media like 
Facebook and YouTube, less so on Instagram 
or Snapchat. Other characteristics: They 
are willing to read long copy as long as 

Our DigiTaL makeOver

AARP is not a newcomer to digital media; 
it launched its online newsletter, website, 
email marketing, and social media several 
years back. But the organization has 
recently optimized the user experience and 
integrated various channels that had mostly 
worked in silos. 

During my time at AARP, we evaluated all 
our current digital channels, which include 
email, YouTube, and Facebook, in terms of 
user experience, technology, data platform, 
and infrastructure. Next, we looked at where 
digital would fit best in the member journey 
and how to manage members’ digital 
interactions with our brand. We realized that 
we had a complex mix of technologies and 
experiences. Each one of them was created 
to cater to a particular requirement at some 
point in time but was difficult to manage or 
scale later. 

So, we decided to sync and optimize all 
our channels in order to create a future-
ready platform. For instance, when we 
sent a product promotion and discount to 
a member by direct mail, we would follow 
it up with an email, a social media alert, or 
a mobile push notification. If we saw the 
member was researching that product, 
reading reviews, or comparison-shopping 
online, we would remind him or her about 
the AARP savings they get and guide 
them to the offer. In addition, we mobile-
optimized the experience to provide quick 
and convenient access to member benefits 
on the go.

At our AARP Advantages website, we 
identified users’ personal preferences to 
customize their experience, depending on 
which benefits a particular member cared 
about the most. We would use their location 
and profile information to identify their 
nearest provider stores and offices and make 
them the right offers.

the interface is friendly and the font size is 
easy-to-read. They look for connections with 
brands and can be extremely loyal. But they 
don’t respond to a pushy sales strategy.

Clearly, there is a paradigm shift around what 
it means to age and how to design marketing 
strategies for boomers. These consumers 
were born in the age of consumerism and 
they are not diminished or disabled by 
age. It makes tremendous sense for digital 
marketers to harness their buying potential.

Besides optimizing the digital experience, 
we optimized all our channels and points 
of contact with our members into a single 
marketing machine. Data is now captured 
across channels to provide a holistic view 
of the entire campaign, and it is possible to 
track the sequence of events triggered by 
various marketing efforts. For example, if an 
offer is sent via email or Facebook, you can 
track the sale if the customer buys it via the 
AARP website. 

The results of this digital overhaul are 
impressive. Using data and digital assets 
to enhance member experience has 
increased engagement with the AARP 
brand, products, and services. Repeat 
visits and referrals have gone up by 12% to 
15%; mobile app downloads by 8% to 12%. 
Social engagement has grown even faster, 
increasing between 60% and 90%.

Our DigiTaL makeOver

The 50-pLuS generaTiOn LOOkS 
fOr COnneCTiOnS WiTh BranDS 
anD Can Be exTremeLy LOyaL.  
BuT They DOn’T reSpOnD TO a 
puShy SaLeS STraTegy.
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