
“The Digital Helix: Transforming Your Organization's DNA to Thrive in the Digital Age,” we talk about digital leaders being 
true explorers and not just cheerleaders for digital transformation. Yet, if you look at just an organization’s most senior or 
divisional leaders, you miss the vital role the board can also play in digital transformation. And this is true even if that board 
only has an advisory and not a governance role.

We believe, and have seen in successful organizations, that the board’s role is to exert historically high levels of impact, value 
and inherent long-term value while an organization goes through digital transformation. In fact, the board component is a key 
piece of the digital DNA. How highly successful organizations integrate digital is the core to every aspect of their business.

Is Your Board A 
Challenge Or 
An Opportunity For 
Digital Transformation?



Unlike Y2K and Sarbanes 
Oxley issues, board members 
should focus on asking 
company management in 
quarterly or semi-annual, or 
even annual, meetings about 
digital transformation plans, 
progress, successes and 
failures. Leaders would argue 
that this is the number one 
strategic conversation they 
should be having between the 
board and management.
Consider the three facts below 
from the research we 
conducted on digital 
transformation over the last 
two years, and how these 
points should and could be a 
starting point for your 
organization:

Out of the 175 executive 
leaders in major 
organizations we interviewed:

1. 40% claimed they would be 
fully digitally transformed by 
the end of 2018. Are you close 
to that or not?

2. 55% said they saw their 
organizations as being 
increasingly threatened by 
start-ups by 2017. As a board 
director, do you believe you 
are in the 55% or the 
remainder? Are you doing 
something about it?

3. Executive leaders told us 
they would be individually 
investing over 20 hours a 
week to the ideas behind 
digital transformation in the 
forthcoming years. Are your 
company’s CEO and other 
leaders investing this level of 
time now, in the past or 
planning to in the near 
future?



“Leadership through digital transformation 
has to come from the very top. 

Executives can’t just say it. 
They must live it. 

This includes understanding they can’t be experts in everything, 
but they have to know enough to understand where they are 
weak. Think about it this way, the average age of a CEO is 

roughly fifty-five, so most did not grow up in a digital world. 

They must work that much harder to live digitally. Without this 
extra effort, many businesses will fail at digital transformation 

until the next generation moves into executive positions.”

—Bruce Rogers, chief insights officer, Forbes



These five questions can be asked of your 
organization’s leadership either formally or over lunch. 

It’s easy to chat about branding, pricing, product, HR or 
financial issues, but the role of a board member should be to 
push the thinking, further and faster and better than any 
external body. 

Board members should actively and regularly reach 
out and discuss the following questions with the 
organization’s leadership:



1. Where are you seeing digital and growth pressures 
inside and outside of your ecosystem that digital may 
help or support?

This question tells us if management is paying enough 
attention to their changing environment. Even small changes 
matter in our digital world, as they could soon make a dramatic 
impact. This level of intense understanding only comes from 
the executives already exploring and actively leading 
transformation in the digital world, day in and day out.





3.   Do we have the people 
and processes needed 
for change? 

Has management thought 
hard about re-engineering 
the way the company 
trains, hires and organizes 
for success? 

We saw that successful 
digitally transformed 
organizations focus on 
people and process changes 
more than any of the 100+ 
other variables we measured.



4.    Are we adequately scared or 
excited about the role for digital                                      
in our organization?

Do your leaders have the right mindset for 
rapid change? As mentioned earlier, 55% of 
executives believe they’re going to be more 
under threat from start - ups than ever 
before. Awareness of this is one thing,
but one’s mindset about how to handle 
new digital-first competition 
is another.

Digital transformations are about re-
engineering the corporation for success 
using potentially different assets going 

forward. Success here is born out of 
optimism regarding how the resources or 

assets can be renewed, re-engineered 
and/or re-deployed. No one knows what 

the future will really bring, 
which is why it is important 

to focus on key digital DNA components 
and manage constant change.

A positive mindset around what the 
organization can prepare for is a 

vital component.



5.    Do we know what real digital transformation wins look like in our                                            
organization as well as in the real world? 

This question tells us about the perspective,                                                                                
range and depth of success the executive or board believes is possible with                                                 
digital transformation. 

Conversations around simple automation are not enough.



This may be the first time in decades that 
the board has the power and role to 

determine if the organization is ready for 
the next era. The Board members’ view of 

the wider world, and their sense of 
urgency, ensure management is ready to 

ask and answer the tough questions for 
digital success.

But this is a two-way street. Board 
directors, as we have discussed, should 
use this moment to make a sustainable 

difference. As a board director, if you are 
not focusing your conversations and 

available resources to bring expertise, 
teaching, coaching, research and ideas to 
your leaders, then you are not giving the 

full value to your organization. Similarly, 
organizational leaders should proactively 
ask board members to help drive digital, 

as well as tap into their expertise and 
networks, if they don’t want to risk 

massively under-utilizing the centuries of 
experience in their boardroom.



The moment is now. 
With almost every organization undergoing digital transformation, research shows us that less than 

33% to as few as 16% are seeing the results they seek.

While many organizations maybe be optimistic and pushing to become digital, this research shows that many are stuck in 
stasis, stalling or unable to get the range and velocity they hoped to achieve.


