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As you go into 2018 thinking about everything you will do 
for digital transformation, consider these 10 insights 

from our partnerships, the hundreds of hours of 
intensive interviews with digital masters and the primary 

research projects we have done for the book,
The Digital Helix, Transforming Your Organization’s DNA 

to Thrive in the Digital Age. 

Look at the general facts at the beginning of 
the book as an explanation of how important it is to get 

this right, right now.
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10 Insights for 2018



88% of major corporations are undergoing major digital transformation 
initiatives. Few corporations are foolish enough to ignore the need. IDC estimated 
that more than $1,700,000,000,000 (yes, $1.7 trillion) would be invested in digital 
transformation during 2017. That is about the size of the GDP of the 10th largest 
economy of the world, Canada.

Organizations in digital transformation fall into three basic groups. 
16% are thriving with outrageous and measured economic and brand returns. 
32% look like the 16% in nearly everything but get near zero back for their effort, 
and 40% are slowing down or in effect walking away.  Be honest about where you are?

40%+ of executive leaders told us in the research that they have 
abandoned or slowed the process because it is incredibly difficult to keep doing 
the same things and expect transformation. 

55% of major corporation executives told us that they are very threatened by 
digital startups in their segments. Despite (or maybe because of) this, they were 
personally investing on average 20+ hours a week on issues related to digitally 
transforming their organizations.
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IF YOU JUST WANT THE SUMMARY, HERE IT IS.

You have to make a set of choices because doing nothing or just one thing is not an option, and this should be an opportunity for 
wider and deeper discussions.

A solid economy can be an anesthetic to harsh realities of the future, so don’t get trapped there.

Digital is fundamentally different. Therefore, the questions you need to ask must be fundamentally different too.

A love of digital technologies such as artificial intelligence (AI) or automation cannot make a successful digital transformation.
Just ask the 32% from the research in The Digital Helix. Artificial intelligence triggers other much deeper discourse in order to 
drive success.

Don’t just replace people in the hot Q1 hiring period. Think very, very hard about the mindset, technical and digital skills you need 
to load into your organization. Q1 of every year is the big job moving time, so getting this right requires a clear vision for the future.

2018 should not be about A/B testing but about experimenting to learn about big things that will make large differences. Don’t get
caught up in incrementalism. Transform how you experiment.

Customers do not have journeys anymore; they live in connected moments. Get microscopic in these moments rather than trying 
to tie generic journeys together. 

Customers have their own GPS, so don’t try and build old world maps.

Think about the new and different adjacencies in your market, because your customers are all the time.

Draw out your January 2019 vision and recognize how vital it is to start thinking and acting differently now to get to it. Use the
seven Digital DNA markers from the book by downloading the inside front cover here.
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01.
IN 2018, YOU HAVE TO MAKE CHOICES, NOT ONE BUT A NUMBER IN PARALLEL
We live in a rapidly changing world. Some of us see it as a set of transformational opportunities (new markets, more-level playing fields for ideas, talent, gender). 
Some of us see it as a threat over the horizon to established patterns and cadences we have become successfully comfortable in. Change is here (not unusual), 
but this time it is ongoing change, in fact transformational. Just look at this piece in The Economist in May 2017 under a section called Metamorphosis is an article 
on the radical nature of digital transformational thinking in one of the pre digital world’s oldest industries. Axel Springer’s digital transformation from heavy 
weight newspapers to price comparison websites. Axel Springer has seen it as an opportunity to re-architect ideas and actions around that choice they.

The truths and the framework we discovered then are even more true now. Just read the reviews of the book, The Digital Helix on Amazon or Marty Zwilling’s 
piece on Inc.com to see how people are thinking very deeply about this challenge/opportunity. Yes, we see success stories such as Axel Springer’s, but we have 
also seen a continued slew of missed opportunities, misaligned thinking and extreme escalation of pressure to digitally transform. To ask yourself “Should I even 
do this?” might appear redundant (as we talked about in CEO World), but by default organizations are in effect doing this because we still do not see the level of 
improvement from 1 in 6 organizations. Think about the challenges of Disney, ESPN, Caterpillar, Oracle, Dell and even GE. You should feel confident that the world 
at least now is showing a pattern of consistency about transforming. But avoid repeating the mistakes of the past. We can’t expect to do the same things as 
before and expect to get the results that the 1 in 6 get. 



02.
A SOLID ECONOMY CAN BE A DANGEROUS ANESTHETIC TO THE NEED FOR PAIN.
We are in the longest bull market (at least in the U.S.) in modern times. Booms allow us to get comfortable. Binary or traditional firms can mostly continue as is and make 
small, more traditional types of adjustments to deliver quarterly performance. For digital startups, money is relatively easy to raise, and there is lots of it around. 

The pressures are different in booms too because startups can go for targets and opportunities that larger and more traditional companies have not yet seen the need to 
head toward (because they are feeling comfortable). In truth, pain or discomfort needs to occur to force some of the right focus for traditional firms. 

In effect, an economic boom could be an opportunity to push forward to take more risks, but it often becomes a burden because we are too focused on the present. If your 
segment or market is predicted to have headwinds this year, you need to push a stronger digital transformation imperative. Do not stay comfortable. At some point, you 
and digital startups in your section will converge on the same customers. Recessions have always done that.



03.
YOU NEED TO ASK THE RIGHT QUESTIONS TO MAKE THE RIGHT DECISIONS
There is the old adage about doing the same things time and time again and expecting different results. We too often focus on execution and don’t sit 
back and ask whether we are focusing on the wrong things. Digital is different from binary strategy; executional focus is different too. 
Take the inside of The Digital Helix book cover here and look at the state of your digital DNA while considering these seven proven components.



04.
A LOVE OF NEW TECHNOLOGIES DOES NOT MAKE FOR DIGITAL TRANSFORMATION SUCCESS
AI, machine learning, cloud this, cloud that, automate this: These are wonderful and powerful ideas, as you can see from this piece we did in Forbes with 
Bruce Rogers, their chief insights officer. But if they are isolated from other parts of an increasingly connected organization, these ideas will be like 
bottle rockets when they should have the power of a Saturn V rocket to haul millions of tons of activity into space. For example, you have machine learning for 
automated customer service, but you are not sharing the learnings (in near time) with sales, product design, legal and marketing or even partners. In a digital 
world, we are all responsible to one another all the time in organizations. Everything moves too fast to have silos. For strategy to be successful, it has to be one 
step ahead all the time in a digitally transforming world. To feed that engine of change and stay one step ahead, we need to adjust our behaviors around how 
we use information to adjust all elements of the customer’s portfolio of experiences. Technologies enable digital transformation, processes, thinking and 
behaviors that will yield the real value; technologies in themselves will not. Ask yourself as you sign subscriptions or purchase orders for these technologies in 
2018 whether you are also investing money, time and energy changing the behaviors to work in a new world. 



05.
DON’T JUST REPLACE PEOPLE. THINK HARD ABOUT ROLES, MINDSET AND FUTURE DEVELOPMENT
People review their happiness more than any other time of the year around December and January, and this is the number 1 period for job changing. 
This is an important moment to think about what craft and mindset skills you want to invest in as you move forward in 2018. The seven Digital DNA 
markers from the book should be your template for how you hire, deploy and train. There is a unique moment here that you as a leader need to use 
to move forward with and not hire from your past. 



06.
START EXPERIMENTING DIFFERENTLY WHILE YOU HAVE RESOURCES – FAIL WITH PURPOSE
In the old world, we often did A/B comparative measure, almost like playoffs. The winning idea or activity went forward, and the losing one 
goes home. In the digitally transforming world, experimentation is not about playoffs. It is about the ability to learn and garner insights that 
drive better and better decisions. You might do something to fail and to learn about elements you are not sure about. You might change and 
experiment with how you collaborate with internal teams. The choices are endless and you should see yourself as experimenting with purpose 
all your way through 2018. The digital world is far larger than the world we have left behind us. No one organization has the one winning 
strategy, and controlled experimentation was one of the distinctive character traits of successful digitally transforming organizations in all our 
research. Ask yourself in 2018 whether you have moved away from seeing A/B tests as the only way you should be experimenting.



07.
MOMENTS WIN, SO DON’T GET CONFUSED BY JOURNEY’S
Customer journeys are dead; long live customer journeys. 
The idea of customer journeys has been hot for ages. 
But life moves too fast to think in big arcs like a journey. 
Plotting journeys is like trying to build a map when 
customers have their own GPS system. Think about your 
own actions and how much faster we now draw information 
to make decisions. 

We can combine information in any way we want, in any 
sequence and over any time frame. Also, customers 
have portfolios of experience that go far outside the 
boundaries of marketing stuff you can control that will 
affect how they think, feel and act. 

There are too many choices to build a journey, but there 
are plenty of moments you can really engage in. 

Ask yourself whether your journey mapping is really 
helping you thrive with customers or just corralling 
stuff into a neat map that doesn’t really represent 
the power and independence of your customers.

You can win by mapping moments 
in 2018 because you will catch far more of them 
and manage them better if you do.



08.
CUSTOMERS’ PORTFOLIOS OF EXPERIENCES ARE YOUR BEST KICK-OFF POINT FOR 2018
This relates to the above insight. Think about how you are reading this. There are large numbers of hyperlinks in this article to help inform you and 
widen your perspectives. That opens your world to many different experiences outside the bounds of this one piece. You are having your own 
portfolio experiences in, out and around this post. So, why do we not plan around the totality of these experiences for customers? You can’t act until 
you understand that whole portfolio of experiences and work out where you can, should and can’t connect.



09.
THINK ABOUT ADJACENCIES IN STRATEGY MUCH MORE 
Is Amazon a competitor to Ford or Nissan? It is an odd question if you use traditional thinking. If you think in terms of digital transformation, 
then maybe; in fact, it is quite possibly. We buy cars to commute, maybe to serve as a status symbol and to shop. Amazon and Amazon 
Prime let us shop, so maybe 30% of why we buy a car is being eroded. Adjacent behaviors become more important than ever before in your 
business. Imagine if you sell office cleaning services and a client puts sensors on their trash cans to minimize labor needs for cleaning those 
trash cans. You would never think of Cisco as a competitor before in the office cleaning business. This is a vital shift as you think about your 
potential world in 2018, because digital transformation changes how you need to reprogram your thinking and where you need to look for 
opportunities. Ask yourself for 2018 whether you are adequately looking at adjacencies near and far in your market. Just look at the part of 
The Digital Helix book that explores the watch industry (Apple, Rolex and Swatch).



10.
YOU CAN’T GET DIFFERENT RESULTS IF YOU DON’T THINK DIFFERENTLY
It might sound silly given the previous nine insights, but step forward to January 2019 and think about the conversation you want to have with 
yourself at the beginning of 2019. If you want to be one of the 16% that dominate the book and truly digitally transform your people, your 
processes and your technology investments, then you have to change your mindset about a whole range of areas. Start now and draw that 
January 2019 goal, and then work on the seven Digital DNA markers 
of The Digital Helix. Start the new year with a new lexigraphy and approach. 



To get a PDF with tools to help you plot 
your drivers and challenges as well as digital 
transformation trends, email us at 
Michael@Inc.Digital

Chris Aarons and Michael Gale are the co-authors of 
The Wall Street Journal and Amazon bestseller The Digital Helix, 
Transforming Your Organization’s DNA to Thrive in the Digital Age.


