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For centuries, banks have developed their businesses around a 
limited number of activities, starting with safekeeping valuables and 
deposits. As deposits grew, money lending became possible. Loan 

then electronic money. Later, banks extended their services by 
providing payment means beyond central bank coins and bills. 

for some adjacent innovations like insurance (savings and products 

revolutions transformed and modeled the modern economy, they 
had a limited impact on core banking activities. 

However, banks seized opportunities to integrate technologies 
into their operating models to allow them to deliver services 
quicker (e.g., SWIFT messages) and extend geographically by using 
computerization and telecommunication as a business accelerator 
rather than an innovation enabler. This was a time when technologies 
were expensive and only accessible by highly capitalized industries. 
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Today, we are in the digital 
age, and digital is woven into 

time in history, technology is 
pervasive and cheap enough 
that everyone can use it with 
little or no learning curve, 
creating business models 
and opportunities that never 
existed before. And banking is 
no exception. 

Technology has become 
ubiquitous and embedded in 
everyone’s lives: 
•  Society: the explosion of 

connectivity, data, ease
of use, computing power,
accessibility, and the rapid
pace of innovation has made
technology as important as
food, water and shelter in
society.

•  Personal life: family and
friends stay connected,
scheduled, and entertained.
Technology is now necessary
for entertainment, health,
driving, socializing, 
shopping, banking, traveling, 
learning and dozens of other
personal activities.

•  Business and professional
life: digital is transforming
every business and touches
every employee in a unique
way. Some industries are
being turned inside out, 

from the expanded 
capabilities. Marketing, 
customer engagement,
employee productivity,
sales, and many other
business functions are being

In the last few decades alone,
banks have faced more
changes than in the past 300
years. Banking in the digital
era is undergoing a paradigm 
shift driven by:
•  New technologies, breaking

down barriers and allowing

new competitors to enter the 
market;

•  Regulation, which among
others is driving openness,
transparency and the entry
of newcomers —e.g., the
Second Payments Directive 
(PSD2) authorizes new
players to access consumers’ 
payment accounts (account
information service
providers, or AISPs), make 
payments (payment
initiation service providers, 
or PISPs) on their behalf, and
provide them an overview of
their various accounts, with
customers’ prior consent; 
and

•  Customers’ new
expectations, based on
an increasingly connected
world.

These rapidly evolving
customer, technology, and 
regulatory forces are creating
a new operating environment
for retail banks. These forces 
are converging to produce
structural shifts to the market

services industry. 

After enduring a regulatory
tsunami and resisting
business tectonic shifts,
banks’ resiliency is under
stress once more with 
COVID-19. While it is a type of
crisis the market has never
experienced before, COVID-19
highlights the urgency of 
understanding the value
of digital innovation and
transformation.

But even in a digital 
era, innovation and
transformation is not about
tech—it is about becoming
more relevant and valuable to
customers.

Transforming your 
organization to become—
and remain—truly digital 
requires more than 
technology.
A clear strategy determines 
your organization’s ability 
to reimagine and transform 
your business for the 
digital world. The power 
of digital technologies lies 
not in their individual use, 
but how they are being 
integrated to transform 
your business and the way 
you work and operate. As 
such, your strategy should 
focus on integrating digital 
technologies to transform, 
innovate and achieve strategic 
goals, instead of using 
standalone solutions to solve 

This strategy should state 
clear priorities and tell 
the story of how your 
organization will develop 
digital capabilities to align 
its activities, people, culture, 
and structure with a set of 
strategic and organizational 
goals.

Digitally mature organizations 
take a “zoom-out/zoom-in” 
approach to developing a 
digital strategy. First, they 
zoom out to consider how 
their industries and markets 
will change in 10 years and 
beyond, and what they 
need to do to be prepared. 
Here, scenario thinking is 
ideal to build long-term 
perspectives for an industry 
or organization. Then, they 
zoom into the next six to 12 
months and identify two or 
three business initiatives 
that have the most potential 
to accelerate their progress 
toward their longer-term 
destination.

Digital strategies should also 
tackle how the company will 
change its leaders’ mindsets 
and evolve its workforce 
while still supporting its 
core business. Employees 
in digitally maturing 

in their leaders’ ability to 
play the digital game and are 
motivated to work for digital 
leaders. 

The digital agenda must be 
led from the top, requiring 
leaders to possess digital 

This does not mean leaders 
need to be technology 
experts; however, they need 
to be able to:

 • Articulate the value of
digital technologies to the
organization’s future;

 • Conceptualize how digital
technologies can impact the 
business; and

 • Understand how to use
digital technologies to 
achieve strategic goals.

To become talent magnets, 
digitally maturing 
organizations do not only 
invest in strengthening their 
senior management’s digital 
thinking. They also commit to 
delivering digital skills to the 
entire organization, including 

collaboration, and design 
thinking. And they do this 
increasingly online and on a 
just-in-time, on-the-job basis, 
rather than through formal 
classroom training.

Therefore, the ability 
to communicate the 
company’s strategy by 
telling a compelling story 
is an essential leadership 
capability. Leaders need to 
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“While it is a type of crisis the market 
has never experienced before, COVID-19 
highlights the urgency of understanding 

the value of digital innovation and 
transformation”
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create narratives about digital 
and have a clear agenda 
to equip the company, 
its people, structure and 
culture with the capabilities 
and strategies necessary to 
traverse the digital age.

Leaders can set the stage 
for their employees to excel, 
creating conditions that 
foster agility, collaboration, 
and innovation through new 
ways of working.

If digital transformation is 
what you want, reinventing 
your ways of working is 
what you need 
Despite the importance of 
leaders showing the way, 
digital transformation cannot 
just be a top-down mandate 
for change. Instead, it 
involves creating conditions 
where existing employees 
can start thinking and 

change from the bottom up 
as well. Digital cultures, ways 
of working and behaving—
which lead to the adoption 
of new technologies—are 
characterized by innovation 
through experimentation 
and learning, risk-taking, 
agility, and cross-functional 
collaboration.

Creating such a digital culture 
and building the capabilities 
for new ways of working is 

respondents from digitally 
maturing companies say 
they are actively engaged in 
bolstering risk-taking, agility 
and collaboration.

From a hierarchy to a 
network of teams 
A vital part of transforming 
your culture and ways of 
working is focusing on peak-

performance teams. Digital 
organizations recognize and 
reward collaboration, regard 
cross-functional teams 
as a cornerstone of how 
they operate, and are less 
likely to rely on hierarchical 
management structures to 
make decisions.

To foster speed, agility and 
cross-functional cooperation, 
digital organizations:

 • Simplify and delayer their 
organizational structure
by shifting from a vertical
departmental structure to
a horizontal end-to-end 
approach;

 • Shift from a process focus

to a customer experience 
focus, which drives cross-
functional collaboration;

 • Rethink how work is done
and by whom, allowing

project to project;

 • Push decision making to
autonomous teams; and

 • Evaluate teams as a unit.

Agility is a shift in the mental model of what an organization is and how it operates

From traditional organization…

… to agile organization

•  Leaders as masterminds who
delegate tasks and instructions

•  Separating most people in the
organizations from stressors
and complexity

•  Optimizing for set outcomes
and plans

•  People as cogs in a machine

•  Limited transparency

•  Leaders who show direction
and set upthe system for people

•  People collaborate across
boundaries

•  Employees understand their 
roleand how it 
customers

•  Exposing all employees to
some uncertainty

Top-down 
hierarchy

Bureaucracy

Detailed
instruction

Boxes and 
lines less 

important, 
focus on 

action

Teams built 
around 

end-to-end 
accountability

Quick 
changes, 

resources

Leadership 
shows 
direction and 
enables action

Silos

Organizations as “machines”

Organizations as organic systems
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The myth of the lone 
innovator: Digital 
ecosystems accelerate 
innovation
Digitally maturing companies 
innovate at far higher rates 
than their less mature 
counterparts, and they 

These companies invest 
more in innovation and 
continuously drive digital 
improvement, spreading 
the responsibility for 
innovation throughout the 
entire organization instead 

means that the cross-
functional teams described 
earlier have more freedom 
to innovate in their daily jobs 
and are provided with the 
necessary resources. This 
greater autonomy requires 
higher governance, which 
is achieved by giving clear 
priorities as outlined in the 
organization’s strategy.

Moreover, digital 
organizations do not only rely 
on their internal innovation 
capacities but are also more 
likely to collaborate with 
external partners. And, as 
with many things outlined 
in this article, they take a 

collaborations; relying less on 
formal contracts and more on 
building trusting relationships.

Start your digital 

your ambitions

before you start on your 
digital journey is crucial. 
Companies often skip this 
step and just jump straight 
into a multitude of small 
digital projects here and 
there, which often fail to 

designing your ambition will 
allow you to avoid random 
digital acts. Create an aligned 
portfolio of ideas informed by 
current trends, disruptors and 
customer needs, and look to 
the intersection of technology, 
market and user insights 
to help you see and think 
about the future of digital 

Ultimately, this will empower 
you to go beyond prototypes 
by building and testing 

customers, while pushing your 
organization to change its 
DNA by using fast cycle sprints 
that de-risk and accelerate 
the path to a successful digital 
transformation.

your ambitions?

strong desire to do or to 
achieve something beyond 

Digital organizations do not only rely 
on their internal innovation capacities 
but are also more likely to collaborate 
with external partners. 
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what is typically considered 
reachable. The achievement 
of the ambition delivers 
lasting value to people and 
organizations. It is measured 
by its ability to deliver 
delightful experiences, 
drive economic value, and 
create a lasting competitive 
advantage.”

design your ambition?
Ambitions can start from 
three points: core, adjacent, 
and transformational. They 
can start in the core and 

however, transformation 
ambitions can drive core 
change as well—  so, do not 
limit your starting point.

Key considerations for 
developing ambitions

human behavior is the 
fundamental economic gear 
of every business. If you can 
identify which behaviors 
to drive (internally and 
externally) to create the 
greatest return and marshal 
your digital resources to 
achieve that behavioral 
change, you will win.

•  Find opportunities at the
intersections: do not try
to produce new ideas

of your business, look to
unexpected intersections: 
between disciplines and
domains of expertise,
across departments
and organizational silos,
between industries, and
through partnerships
that span markets and
geographies.

•  “Get it out” beats “get
it perfect”: in a world

dominated by uncertainty, 

market feedback is to give 
the market something to 
react to. Succeed faster 
via a cadence of rapidly 
delivering minimally viable 

market and learning from 
the feedback you obtain for 
each subsequent iteration.

•  Harness the power of
enabling technology: the
ability of applied technology
to further the capabilities
of humans, increase the
velocity of business and
unlock value and new
possibilities is a crucial
element in achieving
competitive advantages.
Looking for ways to leverage 
technology to drive your
speed to market or provide
access to new ways of doing
business is key.

Three steps to help you 

1.  Sense: understand
trends, disruptors and
opportunities

•  Conduct research to
understand digital
strengths, development 
areas, and market
perceptions including
industry, customer, and
emerging technology
trends.

•  Conduct stakeholder and
customer interviews.

2.  Aspire: framing your 
understanding puts
opportunities in context

•  Develop provocations 
to paint the future, at
distinct levels of ambition
for core, adjacent, and 
transformational.

•  Articulate the implications
to brand, organization, and

potential economic impact. 
•  Develop evaluation criteria.

and map the path ahead
•  Review, discuss and

prioritize developed
provocations to align
stakeholders on a common
future vision.

the ambition to reality, 
including impacts on the 
organization and expected 
customer experiences.

Scope of ambitions

Known and knowable 
needs…
which can be planned 
for and tackled

Unknown needs…
which must either 
be discovered or 
developed 
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HOW TO WIN 
(Products & assets)

Enter or create 
new markets

Use  or improve 

and assets

Add incremental 

assets

Develop new 

assets new 
business models

Enter adjacent 
markets, serve 
new customers

Serve 
existing 

markets and 
customers 

Core

Adjacent 

Transformational
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CONCLUSION

Digital transformation and 
innovation are much more 
than just about technology and 
require you to:
•  Transform the business by 

revisiting business models,
focusing on customer 
experiences, rethinking your
brand, and uncovering new
opportunities through rapid
innovation.

•  Transform the organization
by changing your culture,
introducing new ways
of working, and building
capabilities that are suited for 
this new reality.
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