
WHY PEOPLE 
MATTER FAR MORE THAN 
DIGITAL TECHNOLOGY OR CAPITAL
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of executives at large corporations 
are extremely concerned about digital 
startups becoming significant 
competitors in their market. 

If the best technology used by these startups is available 
to everyone and larger companies have the budgets to 
buy more, how can startups cause such a lack of sleep 
for leaders? Could the reason be the people, since 
startups generally are run and staffed by Millennials?

Yes, technology is a huge part of digital transformation. 
IDC has predicted that in 2017 $1.7 trillion will be 
invested on digital transformation technology and 
processes alone. That’s the size of the tenth largest 
economy in the world. It is all about technology and 
services and putting it all into place with AI, machine 
learning, cloud, automation, Internet of things. But, it does 
not account for or factor in the people to the digital 
equation.

55%
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We know from our own research that executives are 
investing about 20 hours a week on the drivers, 
challenges and enablement for digitally transforming their 
organizations. 

This is nearly, two full days a week of time senior leaders 
feel is needed. Ask yourself, are being asked to invest 
that sort of time a week to make sure the organization is 
ready to handle a yet to be defined future where digital 
everything will be the new norm?

We believe that in a digitally centered world, the most 
important asset is not your technology (which today is 
simply a commodity). It might not even be how you 
capitalize your organization and invest. Evidence shows 
that one of the strongest indicators of economic success 
is how your people become digitally transformed. This is 
according to three separate research efforts and 
hundreds of hours of intense interviews with 
transformation leaders in commercial organizations such 
as USAA, Southwest Airlines, Citi, Hallmark, MIT as well 
as government agencies such as the GSA and the FCC.
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This research looked at how organizations were changing 
the way they think, organize, invest and act in pursuit of 
digital transformation success. 

Startlingly, only 16 percent of larger organizations saw a 
real return on their digital transformation efforts. The 
economic outcomes were amazing when carefully 
measured (using an approach we developed with the 
Economist Intelligence Unit). Successful digitally 
transforming organizations:

• Cut OPEX three times more effectively than other 
organizations

• 56 percent saw sales performance and customer 
satisfaction rise in unison

• 42 percent revealed and solved new digital 
challenges that they had not recognized before

• 87 percent reported enhanced growth in demand
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Who would not want upsides like these? 

The most successful digital transforming organizations 
(the 16 percent) share seven organization’s DNA 
components that we have identified. For every dollar 
invested in digital transformational technologies and/or 
business processes, leaders invest at least 50 percent to 
get their people working digitally. There is a really simple 
fact that drives this thinking. For every one of the 16 
percent who succeed, there were another 32 percent that 
did nearly the same things but got eight times worse 
economic returns. 

Little things make huge differences in digital 
transformation

Both focused on the same areas of transformation, 
invested in similar technologies, partners and ideas but 
they got eight times worse economic results than the 16 
percent. Also, 40 percent of organizations end up 
abandoning or slowing down the process because due to 
lack of measurable results. 

The key differences that made the 16 percent better than 
the 32 or 40 percent are tied into leveraging their people 
to drive successful digital transformations.

“IDC has predicted 
that in 2017, 
$1.7 Trillion will be 
invested on digital 
transformation 
technology and 
processes alone.”
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“Rolling up sleeves” leadership is key in the 
new digital world

Executive leaders need to be true digital 
explorers. They need to get off of their exalted 
thrones and roll up their sleeves. Everyone, 
including the leaders, has to be involved in
projects and programs because you cannot drive 
success from the sidelines. The leadership team 
has to be trained and encouraged to do this 
because if it is not happening naturally now, it will 
not without guidance.

HR professionals are vital here, both in how to 
recruit executives capable of rolling up their 
sleeves and in how to help develop the needed 
digital thinking and skills. In our research, 
successfully digitally transforming organizations 
had the executive directly involved in key areas of 
transformation. In organizations that were failing,  
the executive was largely just mandating change. 

Think of it this way, digital tools are great, but 
digitized working habits will always be better.

“Evidence shows that one of the strongest 
indicators  of economic success is how your 
people become digitally transformed.”
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People need to be trained differently

Every digital leader who is successful talks about the 
need to understand how customers have immense 
choice and created their own portfolios of experiences 
in making their decisions. HR needs to be the catalyst 
in training people and teams to think about these and 
other changes that digital is bringing. People must see 
the value and act, no matter where they are in the 
organization. The decisions people make are going to 
be fundamentally different in this new world. We cannot 
ask people to do, think and work together in the same 
ways and get fundamentally different results. It does 
not matter what digital technologies you invest in. You 
must be able  activate new decision-making and 
collaborative skills to thrive. 

Traditionally, go fast is the mantra for change. We need 
to train people to actually slow down at the planning 
stage . Organizations that took twice as long (compared 
to others) actually finished whole digital transformation 
projects twice as fast (74 days compared to 145 days). 
In fact, the 16 percent over index on 20 plus variables 
to focus on new ways of working together.
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Everybody has to be responsible for each other to innovate, experiment and thrive

Digital leaders that have exceptional ROI brought together much larger groups in design, measurement and action. In fact, 
the 16 percent brought together almost four times as many departments as others. This means everybody in the 
organization has to be responsible to each other all the time. Again, this vital digital DNA component had nothing to do with
technology investments. HR’s role here is to create organizational design that makes this not only possible but rewarded.
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Strategy in the new digital world is always only one step ahead

The digital world is moving too fast to plan over years or even quarters. Successful leaders and teams thrive by having 
great insights and making smart, educated decisions in the moment. This is a constantly iterative strategy and also requires 
HR to hire and train people to make this possible. As an agent for change, HR can help teams understand what the 
organization needs to start, stop or do differently in order to always be one step ahead. This is a major exercise that needs
to be managed by an independent and third party.
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Adaptive learning and mindset training is essential for success

For the best example of this, just read Hit Refresh from Microsoft’s 
CEO. Change is consistent, vivid and wild. Learning how to be 
curious, collaborative and looking for future signals through the 
immense noise are skills that can be hired, learned, trained. 
Microsoft recognizes this and has made an extraordinary investment 
in mindset tools led by their head of HR.

There is a huge spend on digital transformation. We readily invest in 
M&A, technology and other stuff, but the secret for many successful 
organizations is teaching its people to be digitally centric in the way 
they think, act and react. A simple truth is that consumers are 
already working this way (omni channel, 24/7 working habits, 
checking social constantly everyday). There is order in this new 
digital chaotic world but we cannot thrive unless we arm our people 
with the new skill, attitudes and frameworks for success. HR 
professionals have a golden moment to enable this digital 
transformation imperative for the future. A total of 40 percent of 
executives told us that they expected to be significantly digitally 
transformed in three years. Moving an organizations skills and 
attitudes to be 100 percent different in this short time is an exciting 
challenge we should all be up for.

For more information, please visit TheDigitalHelix.com
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Michael Gale 
Managing Partner 
Co Author of
THE DIGITAL HELIX  

Chris Aarons has helped launch dozens of companies and products using a 
unique mix of digital, sales and marketing strategies. At Pulsepoint Group, Chris 

helped leading organizations become digital in both their practice and delivery. 
In 2006, he launched one of the first social media departments at AMD and later 

wrote the book Social Media Judo: The Essential Guide to Mastering Social 
Media and Delivering Real Results. Chris also teaches digital marketing at the 

University of Texas at Austin and has won numerous awards for his digital 
programs while working for clients such as Adobe, Amazon, AMD, Cisco, Dell, 

HP, LG, Microsoft, Philips and others.

Chris Aarons
Partner

Co Author of
THE DIGITAL HELIX 

Michael Gale founded Strategic Oxygen in 2001, which was widely seen as one 
of the technology industry’s primary data toolset for marketers, used by over 20 
brands and used to model over $4 billion in marketing and sales investments. 
The company was sold to Monitor Group, where he was a group partner from 
2006 to 2010. In 2011, he became a partner at PulsePoint Group, a digital 
consulting company, which was acquired by ICF in 2015. Michael has also 
served as Chief Web Officer and General Manager at Micron Technology and 
was the Vice President of Worldwide brand research at IntelliQuest. 
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