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This book is dedicated to the hardworking team at dPrism and all of the clients, partners, and friends who have made the journey with us.
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INTRODUCTION


We get it; the prospect of change is never easy. We’ve spent decades now sitting with executives who, for years, have done everything right. They’ve built hugely successful businesses on the backs of top-notch product quality, great distribution, and a solid brand reputation. They shouldn’t need to change, and in many ways it’s not fair that they do.


But the world has changed. Customer expectations have changed. Competition has changed. Technology has changed. The opportunity to collect and deploy data has changed, as far as its ability to inform products, pricing, marketing, and virtually every other aspect of a business.


The reality is that what made companies successful over the past thirty years is not the same as what will make them successful now and moving forward. In the future, success will be about more than product quality and distribution—it will be about having the right customer portal, a just-in-time supplies and parts network, digitally driven sales and marketing, personalization, and instant agility.


Clients typically don’t come to us and demand, “Make us digital!” Instead, they come to us with a business problem: their customers want something that they’re not equipped to provide; their infrastructure is running out of capacity; their competition has leapfrogged them; they see opportunities to innovate, but they just don’t have the tools, systems, or people they need to execute effectively.


What we realize when we dive in—and what our clients realize as we work with them to find the root of the problem—is that the solutions to most if not all of these issues come back to a fundamental disconnect between the way the world of commerce is evolving today and the legacy systems and processes that so many organizations have in place.


When we talk about becoming digital, people immediately think it’s all about technology, but the truth is that technology is the last thing you need to start thinking about. Digital is a mindset, not a piece of equipment. It’s the way organizations have to operate to succeed today, in an environment where customers and partners (not to mention employees) expect business to be conducted online, frictionless, in a personalized way, and—in virtually every case—through a self-service platform.


Even the most traditional firms are well past the point of communicating with clients and distributors via email, storing their documents in the cloud, transacting via electronic payments, and managing manufacturing, inventory, and logistics with sophisticated resource planning systems. These are all digital functions.


Beyond that, digital is all about data—collecting, organizing, and deploying the information required to inform better business strategies, go beyond the baseline commercial requirements, and actually achieve success as an effective, modern organization.


This book is about how to build a bridge from the past to the future and how to help executives like you envision the kind of change we’re actually talking about. Every business has different needs, of course, different strengths and challenges, different markets, and different customers—but what ties it all together is this move toward a more digital mindset, and that’s what we set out to illustrate in the chapters to come.


You’ll get a sense of what that journey can look like and how digital transformation can make a real difference in what’s to come for your organization. Digital growth can really mean one of two things: continuing to be successful with your portfolio of products and services but leveling up your interactions with your customers and prospects; or creating new digitally informed products for your market, understanding what the people in your market need, and taking on the challenge of meeting those new desires.


This book is about doing both of those things, and doing them successfully. It’s about modernizing business models and developing a real understanding of where your market is moving in the future. Yes, it will likely be enabled by technology in the end, but that’s where we finish, not where we start. It’s a business conversation, not a technical one. And, ultimately, it’s about people—how to serve them, how to help them, and how to change for them and with them.


We hope you get something from the pages ahead and that the story helps you better understand the digital direction where the world is heading and how you can be part of that journey.


Good luck and enjoy this book.
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CHAPTER 1


Why Becoming Digital Matters




In this chapter, we are introduced to Sandra, the CEO of Pelican Rental, a global construction rental company, and Mark, a consultant from Digital Prism Advisors (dPrism). Sandra agrees to meet Mark after her SVP of operations comes back from a conference recommending dPrism’s team. Pelican has been struggling with their digital capabilities and projects, and with the blessing of the executive team and board, Sandra is open to listening to what Mark and his team have to offer.





“I really appreciate you meeting with me and answering some of my questions before we pull the trigger,” I said.


“I’m glad to do it,” replied Mark.


“My operations guys came back from their conference and were on fire. They talked about what you had said during your presentations and insisted we look into dPrism. I was particularly interested in how you help companies like ours with their digital transformation.


“Do you create software for companies and help with adding new tech? I feel we are woefully behind.”


“While we can help with getting the right tech and software in place, that is just a small part of what we do. We provide consulting services to help you become a digital company.”


“I have to be honest. We have hired consulting firms in the past, and it has cost us a lot of money. While some of the things they said were helpful, I am not sure we got our return on investment.”


“I can appreciate that. But we work in phases. We don’t just make a bunch of recommendations and wish you luck. We work closely in developing the vision and the strategies for achieving that plan, and we offer support in executing that plan. In addition, we make changes to the plan that align with your needs and, in the long run, will save you money, while at the same time helping you grow a digital company.”


“I’m glad you said that. I feel we need a new approach. We have been focused on new software solutions for our customers, but we aren’t getting the response we have wanted, and the software isn’t keeping up with demand. We are falling behind our competitors in a market we have dominated for a couple of decades.”


“I do believe we can help you with that. You have mentioned software a couple of times, so I wanted to be clear about what we offer. There is a difference between technology and becoming a digital company. While technology is part of the solution, we help your company become digital throughout your entire company and link data in ways that everyone can access and use. It will help your departments become connected to one another and your clients in real time.”


“I hate to admit it, but we still accept fax orders,” I chuckled.


“Like I said, we don’t just focus on outdated technology. My question is, how does your current system of taking orders work for you?”


“It’s slow, and archaic. And people don’t like not being able to just order equipment and track it online.”


“You have captured what becoming a digital company is and what the expectations are now. I would guess that your competitors, especially the start-ups, are already ahead of you because they are built digital. That doesn’t mean you can’t catch up, and you have something new companies don’t have—expertise, loyalty from customers, and a strong reputation. Unfortunately, those alone won’t help you keep up with the demand for digital.”




Many people make the mistake of thinking that being a digital company means that they have new software and technology. Ask a dozen consultants what the term “digital transformation” means, and you’ll likely get a dozen different answers. The term has become so overused and so lacking in definition it has become meaningless. This lack of clarity is problematic for senior executives charged with leading their organizations through increasingly challenging times.


There’s no escape from the fact that the world in which we live and operate today is digital. Transformed or not, all organizations operate in an economy where all meaningful transactions and interactions with customers and stakeholders are mediated in the digital realm. The critical question for executives is not whether they can successfully drive a digital transformation but whether they can build a modern operating strategy and model that can thrive in a digital world. And even more importantly, can they make these changes in a high-velocity manner to keep up with their competition?


Successful organizations that thrive in a digital world exhibit five key attributes:


1. They have empowered cultures where decision-making is pushed outward from the executive team.


2. They use data—often in real time—as a foundation for organizational decision-making.


3. Automation is deployed as widely as possible to maximize speed and efficiency.


4. Service and product design is driven by experimental methods that use users’ data to iteratively maximize value.


5. Technology decisions are strategic decisions, and resulting technology choices form the foundational platform upon which value-creating products and services will be built.





“I want to thank you for filling out the dPrism Digital Maturity Evaluation. This helps us to determine where on the spectrum of being digital your company lands.”






Take the Digital Maturity Evaluation (DME) to determine your digital capabilities at https://da.dprism.com/.








“We looked at the results of that, and it was an eye-opener, for sure. The decision to set up a meeting with you was an easy one after that. It looks like we have room for improvement.”


“Most companies that have been around a while find there is a gap for improvement. It is not an easy thing to recognize that your company needs changes to compete. Some companies dig in their heels and say that they are doing just fine, and that they are still seeing growth. By the time they realize that they have fallen behind, the gaps have become even larger. I applaud you for your foresight and willingness to talk about what we can do for you.”


“Some people on the leadership team weren’t as convinced. They thought you were like the other consulting companies we’ve engaged in the past. We’ve heard some other companies paying millions to groups of consultants and then kicking themselves because they couldn’t get their company to adopt the changes recommended. They were left without any practical way to execute change, so it wasted time and money. But I feel what you are offering will be different, just based on that initial assessment.”


“I assure you that we will see you all the way through the process.”


My R&D manager Chris was our biggest obstacle. He felt we just needed new software, even though we had been working on a new system for a year with no results. His idea was to throw more money at the problem, but I felt it would be good money chasing bad. I did have my own reservations. Chris had made some valid points, but we had to start somewhere in this new digital landscape we were living in. What I was sure of was that we couldn’t do it alone, but I was hoping dPrism were the folks to help us.


Mark had hit an important point about growth. A point that blinded Chris and some others within our business. Pelican had been successful with steady financial growth for our thirty years of existence.


I considered that maybe I had been part of the problem in moving the company into the next stage of growth because I was a founder of the company. I had been with the company initially and developed a business model that had been working for us. For a long time, I couldn’t see, and worse, I refused to see, that I could not do the same things that had brought us success in the past and still hope to compete in the future. Even though our revenue was steady, I had seen a decrease in new customer acquisitions, and some of our loyal customers in the past year had left to work with other companies. I could continue to ignore it, or I could look at the issue straight on. I asked one of our longest-standing customers why they were leaving. They told me simply that it was easier to work with another company. I offered them some discounts, but they said the price wasn’t the issue, it was the ability to order, track, and do business online, twenty-four-hours a day. It was also being able to contact customer service directly online to resolve issues quickly. And billing and tracking invoices was a breeze. That was my wake-up call. Everything my customer had highlighted was a result of work being done in disparate systems with zero traceability at our company.


We had to offer more digital services as a company. I knew it was going to be hard to change, but we needed to adapt soon, or I was afraid we would lose our edge in the market space.




To explain what digital means, it can help to start by imagining the opposite end of the spectrum—what some might call an “analog” organization. Think about catalog companies of the past, mailing out paper magazines to customers every month and requiring them to send back-order forms with a check. Everyone got the same catalog, with no customization, and tracking someone’s purchase history might be limited to an index card in a file cabinet at the home office.


Contrast this with the power of Amazon—not only to allow endless searching and real-time product updates, but to surface the kinds of products they think a particular customer is more likely to buy and even to change pricing on the fly. Think about their ability to run online ads targeting particular demographics or interest groups and how data can drive decision-making in a way that a catalog company could only dream of.


And, sure, it would be silly to claim that technology doesn’t play any role at all in the difference between these two paradigms. Amazon has an incredible infrastructure—and they need it to execute their digital strategy. But that’s the point: the strategy comes first. The technology is merely there to enable it.





“We live in a digital world, and there is no escaping it. Data drives virtually everything we do and experience in our typical day. It transcends everything we do throughout our days. It has become so much a part of our lives that we hardly see it as a seamless part of our reality.”


“I couldn’t agree more.”


“Clients today expect a digital experience with our companies. As leaders, we know what they expect, but there doesn’t seem to be a clear road to becoming digital. We can spend many thousands of dollars on consultants writing great plans for everything our business can be, but what is lacking is a clear road map of how to get there.”


“I’m still struggling a bit with what you mean by becoming digital.”


“Becoming digital is different from just doing digital things; instead, it is how you act as a company. It’s about the organization’s culture and how you embrace digital as a means to accomplish your mission or your objectives as an organization. Modern organizations leverage digital capabilities and data to drive improvements in customer satisfaction, product growth, and profitability through efficiency and margin improvements.”




Even when people understand what is meant by digital business, they can fall into the trap of thinking that mere “digitization” of existing products and services is enough. We worked with one professional association that was still sending out paper materials to members for them to renew each year. Members would need to fill out a four-page form and send in their payment. Their initial belief was that “going digital” meant moving the form online— word for word, page for page.


After a very short time, the association started to lose renewals—and the initial temptation was to blame the move to digital. “Members must have liked it better the old way,” they worried. But they were missing the point. A true digital process isn’t just an analog process put on the internet. You have to rethink from scratch and figure out exactly what customers or members expect in a digital environment, recognizing that we all now get exposed every day to world-class, digital experiences. Unsurprisingly, members didn’t necessarily want to have to fill out a lengthy form in order to renew, and so they stopped midway through. We counseled the organization through a process change: get the payment first, and then make the rest optional. Retention rates went back up and improved compared to the old way of doing business.


The lesson: Becoming digital is not just a mechanical moving of legacy processes online; the digital world is different, and the bar of customer digital experiences has been reset.
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