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You, the customer of 
these new business 
models has benefitted, 
you’ve been able to do 
more, with less time, you 
can reach more people, 
quicker. You never 
f illed in a form to join 
Facebook or stood in a 
queue for your last home 
delivery, information is 
everywhere, and you 
can even send money 
as easily as you send an 
email.

PREFACE
Everyone loves it when something is easier 
for them. Think about it – you found this book, 
clicked on the title and now you are reading all 
about it, and with just a few easy clicks and some 
dedicated reading time you too can be an expert 
on how technology is changing the world. 

In this booklet I will teach you how digital is dis-
rupting the world, how we are adapting to it, 
and why that matters for the future. Whether 
you are just interested in digital or have a good 
working knowledge, you will learn something that 
will help you get smarter in our rapidly changing 
world.

For example, online marketplaces, like the one 
where you found this book, have completely 
changed how we buy and sell things. Social media 
platforms have changed how we relate to people, 
and there are many other examples of how new 
digital business models have changed the way we 
live and work. This is exactly what you will learn 
from reading this book.

The world has changed, and it’s not slowing down. 
Since the turn of the century, half of the world’s 
biggest firms fell off the Fortune 500 because of 
digital, and in 2020 the global coronavirus pan-
demic drove a billion people onto digital. It’s an 
exciting time and I’m thrilled to publish this 
wide-ranging booklet on digital disruption 
and digital transformation. I’ve researched 
these topics in my PhD, written extensively 
about them on my blog and spoken about 
them at international conferences. I’ve also 
had to adapt to them in my own life in the same 
way that you probably have

And now, you can dive in and read all about it; 
the disruption that has happened, the winners 
and losers, and the transformation that everyone 
is trying to achieve. 
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Tom Goodwin said that “Uber, the world’s 
largest taxi company, owns no vehicles. 
Facebook, the world’s most popular me-
dia owner, creates no content. Alibaba, 
the most valuable retailer, has no inven-
tory. And Airbnb, the world’s largest ac-
commodation provider, owns no real es-
tate.”

It’s also been said that: “People need 
banking, but they don’t necessarily need 
banks”. This is true of many industries; as 
customers we’ve become a lot more fo-
cused on what we get than who we get it 
from. Established companies with tra-
ditional business models have been 
turned upside down by new entrants 
who are able to offer better solutions, of-

ten highly digitised – this is called Digital 
Disruption.

Understanding how this works and why 
this happens is what you will learn in this 
book, plus we will go through a few ex-
amples and case studies to make it real 
for you.

Digital disruption threatens large 
firms who have had to adapt very 
quickly to stay competitive. Many of 
them have managed to re-invent them-
selves but many have failed. More than 
half of the companies that were listed 
on the Fortune 500 in the year 2000 are 
no longer there and the reason is in one 
word: digital. 

INTRODUCTION
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New companies can start up from 
scratch with fully digital business 
models that can scale quickly, the 
larger companies have existing busi-
ness models that need to change. 
However, the large companies can’t just 
stop what they are doing and re-start in 
a completely new way of working, they 
must go through what’s called Digital 
Transformation. They’ve become big 
and structured which means they 
might have lost focus on their cus-
tomer and their needs, so they have to 
redesign themselves from the outside in, 
they have to get really focused on what 
their customers want and then work 
backwards from that and change what-
ever they have to get that right.

This booklet will take you through a jour-
ney of understanding two main concepts 
and there are six chapters dedicated to 
each concept. Digital disruption is all 
about the impact of technology and this 
is covered in the first six chapters. Then 
digital transformation; this is how we 
are responding, and you’ll read all about 
this in the last six chapters. It’s important 
to understand the forces driving disrup-
tion before looking at how people and 
companies are transforming themselves.

In the chapters on digital disruption you will learn from case studies: Exam-
ples of winners, losers and threats. It’s important to learn from how the impact of 
digital has already played out. If we do not learn from history, we are destined to 
repeat it. Then we will unpack the forces driving digital disruption in more detail; 
How it works, what are the principles behind it, how exponential thinking can 
drive disruptive business models and why Agile and DevOps are improving the 
way IT works

In the chapters on digital transformation: What are the large companies try-
ing to do and what can we expect to see in the future? Why an innovative culture 
continues to drive new thinking Digital talent management. How to attract and 
retain the best people. How to drive successful partnerships between business 
and IT. Why entrepreneurial thinking is important in large organisations. Transfor-
mation starts with you and self-disruption is the best defence. How to move from 
disruption to sustainable innovation.

All these chapters will give you incredibly useful insights into digital. Once you’ve 
read this booklet you will leapfrog your understanding of the forces rapidly 
changing our world. 

IN THE CHAPTERS
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In 2012 it filed for bankruptcy; it got left behind in an industry that was turned upside 
down by technology and how technology had changed its customers’ lives and the 
market that it thought it knew so well. But it wasn’t technology on its own that caused 
Kodak to fail, it was start-ups like Instagram that embraced technology. Instagram un-
derstood that the future of creating memories would no longer be in albums with actu-
al photographs, it would be digital and social. In the same year that Kodak filed for 
bankruptcy, Instagram had 14 employees and was bought by Facebook for $1Bn.

Kodak invented digital photography in the 1980s, but they failed to embrace this new 
technology because they didn’t want to disrupt their existing business model. This is 
what caused it to fail; it’s lack of response to disruption, its inability to transform.

The same is true with Sony’s iconic Walkman, which was the first portable device 
for listening to recorded music and at one point was a symbol of cool. Sony could 
have digitised it themselves; they had the technology to do it. But Apple came along, 
and their iPod eventually obliterated the Walkman.

WINNERS AND 
LOSERS

In the mid 1900’s, Kodak employed 
140,000 people, sold 85% of the world’s 
photo paper and was the fourth most 
valuable brand in the United States.
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In the mid 1900’s 
Kodak employed 140,000 people, 

of the world’s 
photo paper85% 14sold

It filed for bankruptcy; it got 
left behind in an industry that 
was turned upside down by 
technology

Instagram had 14 employees 
and was bought by Facebook 
for $1Bn.

Instagram understood that the 
future of creating memories 
would no longer be in albums 
with actual photographs, it 
would be digital and social.

2012

Now what’s interesting in this case study is that Apple then went on to cannibalise their 
own product, the iPod, with the iPhone. They knew that if they offered music on the 
iPhone then people wouldn’t want to carry two devices around. They were right, 
but they understood that if they tried to protect the iPod, then someone else would 
come along with a phone that also carried music and then the iPhone would become a 
‘me-too’ product. Instead they disrupted themselves and stayed ahead.

In 2000, Blockbuster was the biggest video rental chain in America, and at the time in-
ternet start-up Netflix offered to run its fledgling online business. Blockbuster turned 
this down, thinking that people would always watch movies on DVD, but they 
went bankrupt 10 years later, having failed to move their business from bricks to 
clicks, while Netflix has become a global leader in streaming movies.

When Nokia bought Navteq for $8billion they tried to control vehicle movement infor-
mation. Navteq had rolled out physical sensors on millions of road miles in Europe and 
Nokia wanted to own and include this data in their GPS product. This would have been 
an extremely clever product enhancement for their hundreds of millions of customers, 
but they were rapidly disrupted, practically before they even started.
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Around the same time, the little-known Waze app had started signing up users to its 
slick maps and GPS user interface. Instead of investing in expensive assets, they simply 
asked their users to agree to send back their own vehicle movement information. 
Waze aggregated this data, churned it through algorithms and sent it back to users in 
the form of road hazards, traffic hotspots and optimal routes.

Waze was quickly snapped up by Google for $1.1billion, leaving Nokia executives puz-
zled that the rules of the game had changed – quickly and simply. They had spent 
$8bn on a company whose 
value quickly dropped to 
less than a quarter of that. 
Once again, an estab-
lished firm was disrupted 
through the clever use of 
technology

WhatsApp, Snapchat and 
other messaging apps 
obliterated SMS. Do you still 
remember Borders? It used 
to be the biggest physi-
cal bookstore in America. 
Obliterated by Amazon. 
Blackberry? Completely de-
stroyed by Apple.
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In this chapter we’ve 
looked at some 

winners and losers 
of digital disruption. 

Big companies that 
didn’t have the courage 

to transform, or just 
read the market wrong. 
Smaller companies that 

saw the future, used 
technology in very smart 

ways and achieved 
extremely rapid growth. 

Such incredible growth is 
called exponential, and 
that’s what we will look 

at in the next chapter.



Exponential growth is the rapid rise of an app or a 
firm, seemingly out of nowhere. Suddenly every-
one is using that app and you feel left out (the 
power of FOMO!) This is all associated with ex-
ponential growth and it’s the focus of this chap-
ter. Exponential growth is best illustrated by the 
chessboard and wheat story (or rice and other 
variations). The inventor of chess asked to be re-
warded in wheat, calculated using a chessboard, 
starting with one grain on the first square and 
doubling on each one thereafter. Using rice, the 
total on the board eventually works out to 1000 
times total worldwide rice production in 2010! 
However, the real story is that the 2nd half con-
tains more than 2 billion times the amount rice 
on the first half of the chessboard.

Growth in the first half of the chessboard is rel-
atively (& deceptively) slow, but growth in the 
second half is dramatically quick and many be-
lieve it best represents the current rate of digital 
disruption. Other examples of disruptive growth 
companies are Wikipedia, Instagram, Waze and 
WhatsApp; all of which also turned conventional 

Exponential 
Growth

Some people 
don’t think that 
exponential 
growth rates 
can last. Is it 
possible for all 
these massively 
successful apps to 
keep growing? 
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business models upside down. They also 
re-used, adapted and learned from the 
traditional firms they overtook Wikipedia 
– MS Encarta, Instagram – Kodak, Waze – 
Navteq, WhatsApp – SMS.

Steven Kotler, American bestselling au-
thor, journalist and entrepreneur has 
developed a framework for exponential 
growth, which shows how firms move 
through 6 stages. He posits that business 
leaders need to grasp these six critical 
steps of achieving exponential growth in 
an age of radically new technologies.

Digitisation, deceptive growth and dis-
ruption are the first three steps in the 
exponential growth curve. The last three 
are; dematerialisation of assets, de-
mocratisation of information and de-
monetisation.

The sequential nature of the exponential 
paradigm is important: Fully exponential 
companies were not always the first or 
the best at each of these steps, but they 
did achieve them all with varying de-
grees of success and often in the same 
sequence.

Digitisation is well understood as being 
the maximum automation of custom-
er-facing processes – nobody has had 
to fill in a form to join Uber or stand in a 
queue to update their Facebook account.

Exponential companies also then dema-
terialise (do not need the ownership of) 
physical assets that previously enabled 
the activity; Uber – car, Instagram – cam-
era, Airbnb – hotel room etc. They also de-
monetize; Wikipedia is open source while 
Microsoft’s Encarta was licensed, profit 
driven and ultimately failed. The last of 
the six “D”s, democratisation, is about 
tapping the naturally social nature of 
people to contribute and share infor-
mation for the common good; Twitter 
– Arab spring, Waze – traffic patterns 
and WhatsApp’s highly successful 
groups feature.

In the financial services industry where 
I work, the banking industry is extreme-
ly resilient and despite lots of threats, 
the disruption has been slower. Howev-
er, start-ups are threatening the estab-
lishment with currently marginal tech-
nologies like bitcoin. Many banks are 
successful innovators and have stayed 
ahead of the curve with increasingly cus-
tomer-centric channels, products and 
services. Exponential growth and the 
standards it sets for customer experi-
ence must be well understood to en-
sure these banks can own and lead 
the next wave rather than be disrupt-
ed and left behind by it.

There is no consistently successful formu-
la for achieving sustainable, profitable 
growth through building or leading a 
successful business that inspires and up-
lifts its people.

This leads to the decep-
tive growth of early stage 
non-linear curves. If you dou-
ble small numbers, you still 
get small numbers, but just 
like the chessboard, once you 
get to the 2nd half of growth 
this becomes disruptive.
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There are principles and frameworks that have worked in other businesses but which 
you will need to adapt and embrace through an authentic application to your specific 
leadership imperative.

Digital is likely to be an important, disruptive factor of business models in most indus-
tries for at least the next decade and as you grapple with your area of interest, consider 
the hard lessons from the winners and losers of your industry, recognising also that past 
achievement is not always a predictor of future success.
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Through the blockchain, payments have be-
come much quicker and cheaper. It’s worth 
understanding how such a disruptive con-
cept works. Although the end user expe-
rience is simple and quick, the underlying 
technology is quite sophisticated.

The blockchain is a series of connected 
“blocks” of data containing records of trans-
actions, the most common type in use at 
present is Bitcoin transactions. These in-
terconnected blocks form a “chain” of data 
which is effectively a database that is de-
centralised, fully distributed and publicly 
visible, thus open for scrutiny and acts like 
a ledger. In a traditional non-blockchain 
transaction, usually there is a trusted third 
party such as a bank that independently 
verifies the transaction; with blockchain it 
is the network that verifies the transaction 
thus not requiring the third party.

The Rise of  
Blockchain

If you wanted to send one 
million dollars from London 
to New York through the 
traditional banks it might 
cost you about 1000 dollars 
and take a few days but 
using bitcoin this transfer 
would be done in about ten 
minutes and cost 6 dollars.

1M
If you wanted to send 
one million dollars from 
London to New York
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Bitcoin transactions are validated by other people using their own computers rather 
than big institutions. This is the genius of the blockchain, validating other people’s 
transactions is called mining and is the process by which transaction records are added 
to the blockchain, or the Bitcoin public ledger. Bitcoins are thus not actually created or 
printed like real cash; they are “discovered” when computers compete to successfully 
add transactions to the Blockchain. This is done through a computational process of trial 
and error called “proof of work” to find a number that satisfies an equation for a block. 
This is then rewarded through the issuance of bitcoin and transactional fees. This com-
pletely changes how trust is managed in monetary transactions – rather than 
trusting a 3rd party like a bank, the trust is vested in the network and the fact 
that everyone can see every single transaction.

Bitcoin is the first major use case of the blockchain protocol, but it can enable the store 
and exchange of any digital asset. Honduras in Central America is building a land title 
registry using blockchain; their current system has been hacked and corrupted, so they 
are turning to the tamper-proof nature of blockchain and the project is making good 
progress. 

Blockchain is achieving widespread usage by major entities; the UK government is ex-
ploring how it could enable public services and Nasdaq has announced it would be 
recording trades on the blockchain. 

There is only upside for 
consumers and block-
chain protagonists be-
lieve you will be able 
to buy or sell a house 
in a matter of minutes. 
In other words, block-
chain is not some crazy 
theory, it will be a reali-
ty soon.
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I’ve spent 20 years in banking, and this 
is an industry that has changed com-
pletely and is likely to change even 
more in the coming years. For exam-
ple, younger customers in most countries 
continue to make use of mobile devices 
more frequently for their transactions. 
Mobile devices have simplified routine 
interactions and enabled customers to 
address their own needs anywhere and 
anytime, making banking processes and 
many other parts of everyday life more 
convenient, and increasingly, mobile.

How to develop trust and win the digital 
native will remain at the top of any en-
lightened bank’s agenda. Digital disrup-
tion also facilitates the physical banking 
branches undergoing radical change to 
improve service levels.

With banking, higher mobile usage has 
been found to correlate with fewer vis-
its to the physical branches. This is how 
disruption starts – especially for business-
es which rely on a physical network and 
think their customers will always want 
one. Across the world, banks have 
been trying to shift their routine trans-
actions and customer interactions 
into digital self-service channels.

Bank of America (BofA), for example, 
has been able to downsize its physical 

branches by scaling up its mobile pres-
ence. BofA now has more than 17.6 mil-
lion customers actively using the mo-
bile platforms as their preferred means 
of banking, with a staggering 200,000 
cheques estimated to be deposited daily 
via mobile devices.

Statistics show that physical branches 
are on the decline: In the USA, over 4,800 
branches closed between 2009 and 2014. 
More than 600 bank branches closed 
across Britain from 2015 to 2016 prior to 
Brexit, with an estimated 3,000 branches 
in total closing their doors over the last 
decade.

Disruption In  
Banking

These customers are typ-
ically the flexible, tech 
savvy, price sensitive mil-
lennial individuals who 
not only want everything 
on their smartphone but 
have become somewhat 
distrustful of banking 
through the global crisis.
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Most leading banks are addressing their customers’ mobile access requirements 
and demands for frictionless processes through apps with user-focused design. 
It is the hassle-free, reliable and efficient banking services that create stronger customer 
loyalty. Mobile apps, especially for routine transactions, are more likely to delight cus-
tomers than branch or phone experiences.

BofA
BofA now has more than 

17.6 million customers 
actively using the mobile 

platforms as their preferred 
means of banking,

PHYSICAL BRANCHES ARE ON THE DECLINE:

USA closed 4,800 branches

Britain closed 600 branches

17.6M
2009-2014

2014-2015
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Beyond mobile apps, banks are also actively using other devices and technologies, an 
example of this being Caixa Bank of Spain, which has launched the first voice-com-
manded mobile banking app that can be deployed while driving. Drivers can check 
their account balance, transfer funds, locate neighbouring branches and discover near-
by ATMs safely – without looking at a screen while operating a vehicle.

Geo-location technologies have also been adopted to enhance the customer-centricity, 
such as sending a customer information about different types of vehicles along with 
their preapproved motor vehicle loan amount, when the system picks up that a partic-
ular customer has been visiting various car dealers. 

When the system picks up a discrepancy between the location of the smart device of a 
customer and where that customer is withdrawing money from an ATM, it can immedi-
ately send out an alert or take other precautionary measures.

Clever use of biometrics systems could re-
duce the need for passwords or PIN codes, 
while permitting a more secure authen-
tication. For instance, VISA and Mastercard 
has attempted to embed the fingerprint sen-
sor with a new contactless card and Chinese 
e-commerce giant Alibaba has been actively 
experimenting with “Smile to Pay”, where a 
customer’s signature smile enables a transac-
tion to be authenticated – happily!

Video banking is also gaining popularity: Wells 
Fargo has been testing the use of Oculus Rift 
virtual reality headsets that offer customers 
the ability to “virtually” enter a branch and 
speak to a teller face-to-face from the comfort 
of their home or office. And of course, robots 
are being used, not only to automate back 
end processing and operations but also even 
to greet customers in bank branches. 

The ability of a bank to combine technologies 
with human interaction that offers person-
alised banking services will become one of 
the key differentiators.

Banks are therefore compelled to think more radically on how to service and engage 
with existing and potential customers in the future.

Here’s a picture of me taking a selfie with Pepper, 

a customer facing humanoid that works for one of 

the large banks in South Africa. Pepper had been 

used on a trial basis in several branches, but cus-

tomers are still wary, and their staff are also con-

cerned about robots taking their jobs. I thought all 

robots could work 24 hours a day, but interestingly, 

Pepper told me that she needs to take a break ev-

ery 2-3 hours due to sensory overload.
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Another principle of disruption is the discontinuity of innovation. What this means 
is that radical product improvement doesn’t happen bit by bit. You simply can’t improve 
a horse drawn cart to get a motor car, you can’t improve a candle to get a light bulb. You 
can’t improve paper-based photographs to get to social sharing of digital memories. 
Kodak learnt this the hard way, that’s why they became a loser in digital disruption. 

People who think differently often try and challenge the status quo – people like Elon 
Musk and Steve Jobs. But this is not new to digital disruption, Thomas Edison was a mav-
erick disruptor, Henry Ford was a maverick disruptor. People didn’t support his new 
design for a motor car because they were worried about what would happen 
to all the horses. They would be put out of work if there was an engine that replaced 
them.

On the other hand, companies have a vested interest in keeping the status quo. 
If they disrupt things it could go the other way. Thomas Edison had nothing to lose, he 
was an inventor in a garage. Elon Musk had nothing to lose, he arrived in America with 
20 dollars in his pocket. Steve Jobs was fired from Apple before he came back and was 
the catalyst for much of Apple’s later success.

The Discontinuity   
Of Innovation
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True innovation is discontinuous. It doesn’t go through a straight line of improvement 
from one version to the next. Even the filament light bulb has been disrupted by LEDs. 
The requirement is still the same though, which is to illuminate a room. However, it de-
pends who you ask about the requirement. If you ask the man in the horse drawn 
cart, what is his requirement, he would say that he wants a faster horse. Maver-
icks stand outside the established way of doing things, they see things differently.

This is why they are disruptive; this is a principle of digital disruption. The 14 employees 
of Instagram in their garage believed they could change the world. Like Steve Jobs said 
in 1997, which is true of all digital disruptors.

“Here’s to the crazy ones, the misfits, the rebels, the trouble-
makers, the round pegs in the square holes… the ones who 
see things differently — they’re not fond of rules… You can 
quote them, disagree with them, glorify or vilify them, but the 
only thing you can’t do is ignore them because they change 
things… they push the human race forward, and while some 
may see them as the crazy ones, we see genius, because the 
ones who are crazy enough to think that they can change 
the world, are the ones who do”

Companies who lose in digital disruption can’t tolerate the crazy ones. Companies who 
lose in digital disruption can’t tolerate mistakes, they don’t provide a safe space or a 
safe culture for people to make mistakes and find the discontinuity of product innova-
tion. According to losing company culture, Thomas Edison failed 9,999 times before he 
had his first working light bulb. According to Thomas Edison, all of these were stepping 
stones to success, and he could not have got there without them.
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Another technology innovation that 
offers disruptive tendencies is Cloud. 
Essentially, it’s a pay-per-use model that 
offers a short-term, cost effective alter-
native to on-site fixed infrastructure. An 
enterprise can move applications “to the 
Cloud” where a partner will maintain 
them and provide access to the users 
over the internet or a private network.

Banks are nervous about this model due 
to data privacy regulations, and many 
central banks require customer informa-
tion to remain within the borders of the 

country of operation. Cloud providers ag-
gregate hosting requirements from mul-
tiple customers and achieve economies 
of scale by further virtualising their serv-
ers and hardware.

Britain’s Tesco Bank moved to Ama-
zon’s hosting service (AWS) in just eight 
months and now benefits from the re-
duced infrastructure costs and speed of 
bringing new applications on line.

The downside to the model is developing 
new applications on the proprietary plat-

Smaller banks, 
however, have 

been successful 
with Cloud

Cloud As A   
Disruption Enabler
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form of the provider, as well as placing a 
huge reliance on them for availability of 
systems to customers and employees.

Cloud itself is not a new concept – the 
internal network of a bank is its own 
cloud and employees use it to gain ac-
cess to systems that usually reside in 
a separately located data centre. For 
the established enterprise with huge in-
vestments in large fixed-cost infrastruc-
ture assets like data centres, it requires a 
massive shift in thinking to change their 
operating model.

Data centre floor space requirements 
should be halving every year as existing 
legacy applications are virtualised onto 
much smaller data centre footprints.

The next logical step is to move these 
into the cloud and benefit from the 
economies of scale that will contin-
ue to come from assets being shared 
across multiple companies that are 
becoming continually smaller in size 
and physical space.

For customers, the internet is their cloud 
and arguably one of the biggest drivers of 
disruption and exponential technology; 
ubiquitous access to anything, anywhere 
at any time. The global race is on to lever-
age this to build really useful tools, which 
also provide information that customers 
need.

Spanish banking group Banco Bilbao 
Vizcaya Argentaria has invested bil-
lions of Euros in digital transformation 
and acquired a cloud computing pro-
vider to support its strategy of switch-
ing customers to digital platforms.

A 2014 survey of technology executives 
at financial institutions revealed that 
cloud computing holds the potential to 
reshape the partnership between corpo-
rate tech departments and financial in-
stitution business units.

Different business demands can be ad-
dressed too, as banks can choose several 
types of cloud applications such as pri-
vate clouds for the more sensitive data, 
and public clouds to store other informa-
tion.

More frequently, banks are going 
with a hybrid model that combines 
the two. Says Tom Groenfeldt in his ar-
ticle on Forbes.com: “Agility and time-to- 
market also augur for a more aggressive 
cloud strategy. When a competitor ups 
the ante on your mobile application and 
your bank wants to quickly match it to 
avoid losing customers, saying ‘months 
or weeks’ is unacceptable. If cloud can 
answer ‘hours and minutes’, cloud is 
where that application is going.”

Cloud is an essential ingredient for the 
DevOps revolution taking place in IT or-
ganisations and bringing lean manufac-
turing principles into the processes of 
maintaining, testing and supporting soft-
ware.

According to Puppet Labs’ 2015 State of 
DevOps report, “Organisational invest-
ment in DevOps is strongly correlated 
with organisational culture; the abili-
ty of development, operations, and In-
foSec teams to achieve win-win out-
comes.”

High performing IT organisations using 
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DevOps practices have 60 times less failures, recover 168 times faster, deploy 30 times 
more frequently and have 200 times shorter lead times. Deploying infrastructure in the 
cloud is a speedier and more cost-effective solution than using internal data centres, 
and contributes to lean practices and dramatic improvements in IT service levels.

While cloud is an established practice, the use cases it enables are getting signif-
icant traction.

In addition to DevOps there is also the API economy, cognitive computing and distrib-
uted computation, all of which require established, secure and mature cloud usage 
behaviour and practices.

More and more 
banks are 
overcoming 
their fears about 
security and 
regulatory risks and 
enthusiastically 
turning to cloud 
services.
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The pressure of new market entrants 
with completely new, successful 
business models require established 

companies to consider new ways of doing 
business. The way large companies are re-
sponding to digital disruption is to estab-
lish digital transformation projects. What 
they are trying to do is change their busi-
ness so that they use digital much more 
and that they think about what they do 
from the customer’s perspective. 

Car rental companies could have compet-
ed with Uber by converting their fleets and 
workforce to on-demand transport. How-
ever now their cars stand at the airport 
while passengers quickly and conve-
niently jump into an Uber rather than 
worry about the hassle of actually driv-
ing a car. And now they can also catch 
up on emails in the back of the Uber so 
once again the convenience wins, and the platform quickly scales up to become 
exponential.

In an era of rapid emergence of new technologies coupled with innovative business 
models, customers’ preferences are deeply interlocked with the use of new digital in-
novations. Despite decades of investment in infrastructure, technology and marketing, 
long-standing Fortune 500 firms in consumer transportation and hospitality now find 
themselves competing, essentially, with a mobile app.

Digital transformation doesn’t just happen in companies, it’s also a big focus for govern-
ments and countries. Their citizens are the customers of those governments and just as 
those customers can access incredible services with digital processes, so they expect 
the same from the governments they pay taxes to. Why should they fill in forms, why 

Digital Transformation In  
Traditional Companies

You may think it’s quite obvi-
ous to think about your busi-
ness from your customer’s 
perspective, but that’s not 
always the case. When you 
are large and have estab-
lished products in the market, 
you tend to want to push your 
products rather than really 
thinking about what your 
customers actually want and 
provide really customised 
solutions for them. 
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should they wait in queues? It’s estimated that leading western countries are 
operating at less than 20% of their digital potential. The benefits of technology for 
governments is significant, and only just starting.

Industries are also being digitised; banking, healthcare, hospitality, supply chain and 
others. Technology is ruthlessly efficient and reliable. The challenge for these indus-
tries is that actually the humans end up becoming the bottleneck and unreliable 
part of the process. This is also a challenge for society – we must acknowledge the 
impact that digitisation will have on the job market. Take the truck driving industry in 
America – it employs around 3m truck drivers and creates jobs for millions more through 
roadside stops and motels. 

Because the highway system in America is so good, it is quite easy for a computer to 
drive a truck between cities. When the truck gets close to a city, a human driver hops in 
and takes it through the more complicated roads to its destination. It’s a massive chal-
lenge to rebalance these jobs in favour of technology, which is safer and more reliable. If 
you are interested in the impact of automation on jobs in America, read Andrew 
Yang’s booklet “The War on Normal People”
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The success of Facebook as an organ-
isation has often left people pon-
dering how it constantly inspires its 

employees to reinvent the social network-
ing site. After Facebook reached one bil-
lion users in late 2012, each new employee 
received a tiny booklet capturing a collec-
tion of quotes and ideas, representing the 
company’s history and culture. One of the 
quotes is from Mark Zuckerberg himself; 

In 1997, author Clayton Christensen’s In-
novator’s Dilemma, suggested successful 
companies can put too much emphasis 
on customers’ current demands and fail 
to adopt new technology or business models that will address their unstated or future 
needs. He further added that various organisations may seem to be successful in 
terms of meeting customer needs, adopting new technologies and taking rivals’ 
strategic intent into consideration, but many of these companies still ended up 
losing dominance in their market.

Christensen calls the anticipation of future needs “disruptive innovation” and argues that 
a company will eventually fall behind if it does not disrupt itself. Therefore, any organ-
isation must continuously support and implement strategic initiatives to promote its 
internal innovation jumpstart.

Running a disruptive initiative within an organisation comes with many chal-
lenges. Key stumbling blocks may include lack of internal buy-in, inadequate resource 
allocation, rigid hierarchical organisation, out-of- touch culture as well as ever-widening 
technology and skill gaps. Given all these challenges, banking leaders invest extra 
effort to create novel ways to foster collaboration and harness a shared commit-
ment for continual innovation.

For 5 years I ran an internal hackathon at the large bank where I work. We called it 
Codefest and it became an annual six-day IT-business sprint that drives innovation of 

Self  
Disruption

“If we don’t create the thing 
that kills Facebook, someone 
else will. Embracing change 
isn’t enough. It has to be so 
hard-wired into who we are; 
not even talking about it 
seems redundant.”
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new technology, acceleration of existing projects and collaboration across IT teams in 
the whole bank. A case study about Codefest was produced for Harvard Business 
School and it details how we grew the event from a one day hackathon with 50 
developers to over 250 developers in 42 teams which get together every year in 
a single venue to build solutions for business problems. Codefest is an example of 
how firms are encouraging employees internally to come up with solutions which might 
even be disruptive for their current business models.

***If you are interested in learning more about hackathons and 
how they drive self-disruption take my best selling course: Learn 
How Agile & Hackathons Create High Performing Teams. In the 
course you will learn how the highly successful FNB Codefest used 
Agile practices to drive high performing teams and be featured as 
a Harvard Business School case study***

The sprint concept was borrowed from agile projects and combined with a 24-hour cod-
ing marathon to ensure applications were completed and ready for judging on the last 
day. The prototypes reached across Blockchain, life insurance, fiduciary, sales campaign 
tool, social trading, lending, FICA document submission, and driver behaviour analysis.

Intensive collaboration between teams and unprecedented support for the event re-
sulted in participants remarking that “a solution that would have taken two weeks 
at the office gets done in 15 hours at the Codefest”; and “It is possible to achieve 
a working prototype and integrate with other coders and learn to see a bigger 
picture than my Java cubicle at work”. “I was blown away by the energy and pro-
gressive thinking … world leading … streets ahead”.

The ability to self-disrupt and go after “moon shots” is what makes Codefests crucial to 
maintaining the pace of IT innovation in an organisation, and other banks in South Afri-
ca and around the world also run similar events.

Programmers achieve better ideas at a faster pace when they self-organise under pres-
sure in a highly creative and collaborative workspace. This intense environment is what 
FNB Codefest aims to achieve for the non-stop coding marathon, while also giving the 
experts a chance to show why they are the rock star programmers that have a shot at 
the big prizes.

Leaders must re-engineer their processes and organisational dynamics to achieve 
strategic ambidexterity – winning in the playing field through both exploration 
and exploitation – which will greatly determine the future competitiveness of 
their organisations.
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Increasing competition in all industries has motivated many companies to embrace 
Agile and DevOps methodologies. Agile is an approach that emphasises the prod-
uct development process with quick, iterative product development.  Through the 

fundamental concept of test-and learn approaches, and frequent collaboration 
among teams, empowered IT developers can respond quickly to changing cus-
tomer needs and desires.

Rooted in the Agile approach, DevOps is the practice that emphasises the partnership, 
communication and integration between software developers and IT operations per-
sonnel that may lead to improved business and IT benefits. 

Embracing  
Agile

 Barclays Bank for example has

 seen much success from an

 month company-wide Agile-18

 key 12 adoption campaign. The

 principles of Agile were agreed

 and formed the “Agile 2001 in

 Manifesto”, which is universally

 accepted as guiding serious

 attempts at embedding any

 agile methodology of software

.development

Business and IT leaders who are looking for more agility 
in their software project teams should review these prin-
ciples and consider how to make practical changes that 
encourage their adoption.

Importantly it is not an “all or nothing” approach – it 
can be a toolbox of ideas and approaches that should also 
be considered as cultural improvements, not only process 
or operational imperatives. For example, the fifth princi-
ple requires leaders to “build projects around motivated 
individuals, give them the environment and support they 
need, and trust them to get the job done”.

While at face value this is common sense and good 
practice, it is surprising how many projects fail be-
cause of environmental issues. The hierarchical na-
ture of organisations does not naturally form spaces 
within which multi-functional teams can self-organ-
ise and be semi-autonomous.

Today’s knowledge workers simply do not perform well in 
the command and control worlds of many large organisa-
tions and radical cultural changes are required. Often the 
top-level executives and bottom rungs of an organisation 
intuitively understand this; it is the middle management 
layers that often get in the way.



Middle management exists to retain the struc-
ture of an organisation; it keeps people organ-
ised and under control. Some organisations 
have managed to adopt Agile very success-
fully – and take most of their middle man-
agement team with them on the journey.

The Agile way of building software encourages 
self-organisation and a large degree of auton-
omy by project teams. This approach has res-
onated well with IT teams that want to build 
software quicker and collaborate closely with 
their customers as well as other teams across 
organisational boundaries.

However, this could be disruptive or even a 
threat to the highly structured environment 
that management has created, and it might 
therefore become difficult for these software 
projects to be delivered. A case study at a large 
company in Australia showed how successful 
their Agile journey has been. One of the execu-
tives said in an interview that, quote

It is essentially a test of leadership: Manage-
ment is based on the transactional style, but 
Agile ways of working are creating an impera-
tive for more “servant leadership” in the work-
place.

Key aspects of successful Agile project envi-
ronments – such as trust, empowerment and 
support – require a radical new way of think-
ing about how we lead people in organisations, 
and especially in the software projects that 
keep the business competitive

Teams that have 
gone agile show an 
almost immediate 
increase in safety 
and morale. They 
feel appreciated, 
empowered, 
valued. This 
benefit, while 
hard to quantify, 
is firmly believed 
by senior leaders 
to be the key 
to sustainable 
success.”
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The area of customer experience is arguably where technological disruption 
has had the greatest impact in the last ten years. Customers expect a fully digital, 
seamless on-boarding experience; no queues, no forms, no admin. And, while millen-
nials might not be the most profitable bank customers yet, locking in their loyalty now 
through slick processes is crucial.

Digital transformation includes refocusing companies on their customers’ needs and 
moves them away from what they have. But it’s difficult to change from product-push 
to customer-pull when your business model has developed in the broadcast era 
of one-size-fits-all mass marketing and you had a large base of brand loyal cus-
tomers who pretty much bought whatever you marketed to them.

It must become a company-wide obsession to understand customers’ perspectives and 
behaviours in a way that offers insights about how to design their operations more effec-

Customer  
Experience
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tively. Even the language that is used inside large organisations must change. Very often 
companies have become internally focused and speak a language that their customers 
just don’t understand. 

Share of wallet is also being influenced by the tech-savvy younger generation as these 
digital millennials enter the marketplace. Their loyalty will go to the providers of conve-
nient solutions, not the brands that their parents and their grandparents trusted.

Ironically though, these front ends often still need the infrastructure 
that the traditional companies have built up. Uber still needs actual 
cars; WhatsApp still needs users to be connected through data net-
works and many new start-ups in financial services still need the 
backend processing that banks offer.

Becoming a utility for someone else’s customer-centric front-end is still a business mod-
el but means that they lose the direct customer relationship. WhatsApp, for example, is 
an OTT provider of rich messaging features that uses the telco’s data network but owns 
the customer experience entirely.

This innovation was rewarded with the fastest growing user base ever for an app and a 
$19billion purchase price from Facebook, some of this going directly to share options for 
WhatsApp’s 45 employees at the time. There is now very little loyalty to the utility 
data provider for a WhatsApp user – they will jump from fibre at home, to LTE in 
the car and Wi-Fi in the coffee shop.

They just need to connect so they can use WhatsApp. Bearing this in mind, companies 
that own infrastructure or utility services need to continuously innovate their customer’s 
online and mobile experience in order to retain the loyalty of those customers or they 
will go elsewhere. A good source of information about what customers want is the front-
line staff of these organisations. They offer rich insights about customer frustrations and 
digital transformation programmes often invest in listening to them and improving their 
customer facing systems with those insights.

This is part of a process called design thinking which is a practice originally used by 
product designers to resolve complex challenges and deliver client-centred solutions. 
A design mindset is not problem-focused but a possibility-driven way of challenging 
issues at hand.

By credulously empathising with the pain-points and understanding 
the aspirations of the customers, design thinking seeks to experi-
ment with creative possibilities and explore pragmatic actions ori-
ented towards producing a desirable future for the clients.
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Design thinking principles allow organisations to create offerings with added “wow” fac-
tors.

According to a 2014 assessment by the Design Management Institute, design-led com-
panies have outdone other S&P 500 companies over by an astonishing 219% during the 
past 10 years. Due to the remarkable success rate of these design-led firms, design think-
ing methodology has evolved beyond making objects.

Trendsetting banks must learn how to strategize like designers and apply design think-
ing principles to all their stakeholders, including the workplace itself. Moreover, many 
leading banks are adopting design thinking as one of the core differentiators for strate-
gic management and organisational change.

But it is also worth noting that while design think-
ing can assist organisations to innovate, the pur-
suit of radical innovation at times may require 
other auxiliary methods.

In a recent study, Gustafsson, Kristensson and 
Witell stated that the customers’ inputs are greatly 
influenced by their recent experiences. The study 
found that companies can only achieve better re-
sults in its product development if customers are 
given the right pre-requisites for participating ac-
tively in the development processes.

At times, it may be just as important to pay atten-
tion to some of the “crazier” behaviours of the out-
liers, as customers’ action may assist the organisa-
tion to more disruptive innovation.

Empowering and educating the employees, aligned with effective feedback systems, 
will essentially permit the companies to become more responsive, adaptive and com-
petitive.

Moreover, the radical 
solutions are difficult 
to imagine based on 
experiences with cur-
rent products and 
therefore it is equal-
ly important to real-
ly listen to what the 
customers are saying 
as well as to observe 
what they are doing.



Employees can make profound contri-
butions towards a company’s innova-
tiveness.

In fact, none of the changes can happen 
without a new breed of talent – those who 
are equipped with the right skills and the 
right mindset for the era of digital disrup-
tion. Across all industries, talent continues 
to be a dominant theme for doing busi-
ness in emerging markets.

As industries are being disrupted by tech-
nology, the skills required for those indus-
tries are also changing and companies are 
becoming creative in how they attract and 
retain the right people so that they can 
stay ahead. IT skills are particularly scarce 
and very mobile internationally.

Any company that wants to avoid dis-
ruption must strive to be the employ-
er of choice in their industry for young 
entrepreneurial skills – people who are 
willing and able to disrupt from the in-
side, as well as bring the fresh thinking 
and crucial skills into the organisation.

Many large companies run internal in-
novation programmes which incentivise 
employees to change the way they work. 
Rather than entrenching current ways of 
working by making people depend on 
their salary, these progressive firms are 
showing employees they can be rewarded 
for changing the way the company works – 
from the inside.

Invest In  
Talent



Market-related salaries are also important to retain 
skills, but holistic rewards, culture and values are 
also important for top talent in considering which 
company to work for. Uber was once a highly de-
sirable company to work for, until significant 
internal cultural issues emerged. Even Google 
and Facebook have had their own internal chal-
lenges with managing a large workforce. It’s just 
a function of being a large organisation, and they 
need the right leadership that focuses on the needs 
of its people.

According to Accenture, 61% of digital leaders say 
that skills shortages are one of the top business 
challenges and are concerned about how they can 
attract and retain top digital talent.

As online recruitment platforms make it easi-
er to headhunt, and more difficult to retain top 
talent, progressive institutions that offer self-di-
rected learning may win the digital battle for 
employee retention, while allowing continual 
up-skilling of their talent.

Institutions that create an in-house platform for 
learning, sharing of ideas and peer-approval can not 
only monitor the progress of their personnel but en-
courage growth in their areas of strength.

Investing in talent is not merely about implementing 
innovative training solutions, leveraging the latest 
human resource management technologies and/or 
introducing incentives. It is also about how leaders 
can institute the appropriate practices that actively 
raise employee engagement, strengthen creativity, 
inspire positivity and reduce bureaucratic culture.



Successful banks have managed 
to create ecosystems around their 
customers that touch many more 
aspects of their lives than just fi-
nancial. A good example of this 
is the Russian bank Tinkoff who 
launched a super-app which 
combines traditional banking 
services with lifestyle and leisure 
features. It also has a marketplace 
for third party apps and a chat plat-
form like China’s WeChat. Users can 
make doctor’s appointments and 
artificial intelligence is used to de-
tect users’ preferences and provide 
a personalised experience.

Financial services 
across the globe 
are racing to adopt 
the concept of 
robo-advisers, au-
tomated systems 
that can dispense 
the best financial 
advice to custom-
ers faster and 
more conveniently 
than their human 
counterpart, the 
financial adviser.

Banking Goes  
Beyond Money

Banks like Tinkoff aim to become partners for people and 
businesses throughout their life stages. Like many other 
banks around the world they are taking their offering be-
yond money. Banking has gone much further than trans-
actional payments, deposits, credit and investments, touch-
ing the essence of almost every area of customer’s lives. In 
the race to digitise their customer base, banks must ensure 
their digital platforms evolve beyond the core money trans-
actional requirements.

Technologies like cognitive computing mean that digi-
tisation includes the automation of financial advice in 
a trusted ecosystem. This could easily extend to business, 
marketing, operational, and industry insights. IBM’s Watson 
is pioneering the way in which AI is being delivered, and it is 
becoming increasingly more human like.
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If we really are in the second half of the 
chessboard and technologies will get 
exponentially more disruptive, then 
businesses must act quickly and experi-
mentally to understand how they can ex-
tract value from these concepts, many of 
which are still hype but might become 
mainstream.

With the explosion of the Internet of 
Things, Bluetooth sensors called iBea-
cons could, for example, be picked up by 
the customer’s banking app on their mo-
bile device when they enter a store. This 
enables highly customised push mes-
saging, personalised product offers, wel-
come messages, wait time information 
and more.

On-the-spot credit approval linked to 
time and location based special offers, 
coupled with loyalty programmes, starts 
to create a real shop-better value prop-
osition. Businesses and entrepreneurs 
can benefit as well from this extended 
ecosystem of connected and intelligent 
devices. There have been significant 
innovations on payments which is a 
$2T industry and tech giants like Ap-
ple and Samsung have started offer-
ing payment innovations.

Consumer payments are a front office 
transaction, and Internet of Things is 
opening up the concept of Device as a 
Service which goes beyond payments 
in the front office and drives innovation 
through to supply chain and operations 
innovations in the back office? New en-
trants, new tech, new thinking – what 

does this mean for the finance industry 
and how well are banks responding?

How do large organisations ensure 
execution of such ideas? There is no 
magic bullet: Strong executive leader-
ship that creates space for agile teams 
and enables capable people to deliver in 
trusted environments is key. Leader-led 
change management is crucial, to ensure 
that people feel invested in the journey 
and not disintermediated by technology. 
It’s critical to show how workforces will 
change and that people can upskill to go 
onto new roles that computers can’t do.

Successfully out-innovating mar-
ket rivals usually also requires part-
nerships; focused organic or inorganic 
skills acquisition; and the willingness to 
ruthlessly de-prioritise non value-adding 
projects. Start-ups appear to be threat-
ening traditional banking models – is this 
being taken as seriously as it should be, 
and where do big bank’s start to respond 
to potential threats?

What is the right model? Inside-out 
thinking (i.e. Larry Ellison / Oracle) drives 
scalable, enterprise-engineered architec-
tures; outside-in thinking (i.e. Steve Jobs / 
Apple) drives customer centric channels 
and intuitive user experience. The right 
culture in a large organisation will inte-
grate the best of both paradigms while 
a healthy boardroom debate will achieve 
the right balance between them. No one 
wants to be the next Kodak.


