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IN ASSOCIATION WITH:

Overcoming Today’s  

Digital Disconnect 
Think Design, Think Platform and Think Open
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Digital flow moves information and content through business processes— 

connecting customers, employees and suppliers across departmental and 

operational boundaries—quickly, seamlessly, securely and intelligently. 

Information is delivered where and when it is needed by the business and 

transcends operational processes.
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Digital technologies arrive with a lot of promises –  

including increased productivity, increased profitability  
and increased speed to market. But how is this working 

out so far? Are organizations actually starting to see 

tangible results from their digital initiatives? Are they 
improving the customer experience and encouraging 

greater customer engagement? Is it helping employees  

to feel more empowered? 

These are often difficult questions to answer, as measuring and 
achieving payback from an ever-expanding constellation of digital 
technologies is still a dark art. While it is possible to track highly 
specific productivity gains and business process efficiencies 
that result from digital projects, it’s difficult to fully measure 
the business benefits that arise with digital, such as positive 
disruption, new growth and diversification opportunities, or 
greater customer engagement. 

The challenge is that digitized business processes are still confined 
to silos within enterprises, and may not be sharing information 
as widely as needed. Businesses may be investing in technology 
solutions that are disconnected, and therefore failing to keep up 
with the requirements of customers, partners and employees. 

For example, a well-designed customer e-commerce website 
has stunning graphics and is tirelessly designed by teams to be 
easily navigable. However, customer service people in the same 
organization may not have access to the transactions generated 
by the site, and are therefore at a disadvantage in helping 
customers who run into issues with their orders. Or, field sales 
representatives may not have access to information on how often 
prospects use the e-commerce site.

The true value of the hard work and investments that go into 
building digital functionality would multiply exponentially if it 
were scaled to the enterprise level. Employing digital solutions 
effectively to meet the demands of a 21st-century enterprise—
such as meeting customer needs with intelligent approaches 
in real time, or providing visibility into production processes—
is based on the mastery of digital flow. Digital flow moves 
information and content through business processes— 
connecting customers, employees and suppliers across 
departmental and operational boundaries—quickly, seamlessly, 
securely and intelligently. Information is delivered where and 
when it is needed by the business and transcends operational 
processes.

Introduction
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“The path to our success is going to be paved with digital 
efficiency,” says the senior manager at a leading sportswear 
manufacturer. “We recognize that in order for us to continue to 
connect with our consumer, to stay as relevant as possible, we 
have to be as effective as possible when it comes to the digital 
exchange of content within our processes.” 

Digital flow drives business. It empowers users, energizes 
enterprises and fuels innovation in ways not possible when 
digital efforts are fragmented or still dependent on manual or 
disconnected processes. 

The rise of digital competency is shifting the economic landscape, 
creating both opportunities as well as dangers for organizations 
that will not or cannot effectively embrace new approaches. 
Ultimately, as shown in a survey of more than 4,100 executives 
by Oxford Economics, there are significant advantages in getting 
ahead of the digital curve. While only 16% of companies have a 
viable digital strategy, the survey finds that digital “winners”  38% 
more likely than others to report strong revenue and profit growth, 
34% more likely to be able to make data-driven decisions and 33% 
more likely to have more mature strategies and programs for hiring 
skilled talent.1

Digital flow addresses four areas of opportunity for organizations. 
First, it radically streamlines internal processes, leading to more 
responsive customer service, lower operational costs and greater 
transparency to value chains. 

Second, digital flow can transform the business as a whole. 
It enables decision-makers to re-imagine what’s possible 
through today’s technologies—such as creating new revenues 
from business lines that were not possible before. For 
example, manufacturers are now embedding sensors in their 
products, which makes them more valuable for customers and 
opens up new revenue opportunities for post-sales services. It 
means new ways of doing business—not just doing the same 
things more efficiently. 

Third, digital flow breaks down the information silos that impede 
enterprise transparency, enabling 360-degree views of customers and 
transactions, which leads to more accurate and informed decisions. 

Finally, digital flow reduces compliance risks and overhead, 
by embedding compliance controls directly into operational 
processes, ensuring consistent execution of operations to policy 
guidelines and efficiently capturing both required documentation 
and workflow audit trails.

1 Leaders 2020; The Next-Generation Executive: How Strong Leadership Pays of f in the Digital Economy, Oxford Economics, 2016. https://www.oxfordeconomics.com/publication/open/267394
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There’s no getting around it—to see results, executives will need to invest 
money and shift resources into promising digital technologies. They need 
end-to-end thinking and visibility into process flows. They need to connect 
existing “digital silos” within their organizations to deliver significantly improved 
interactions with their customers, partners and suppliers. However, they can’t 
simply buy digital technology, drop it into the organization and expect it to 
automatically deliver overnight results. These investments need to be applied 
smartly and in targeted ways. 

Attaining digital flow and peak operational performance requires an architecture 
that dynamically orients the business around ever-shifting user requirements, 
puts technology directly to work for the business and provides innovation 
opportunities to all participants through an open and collaborative environment. 

On the following pages, we explore the three cornerstones of successful digital 
transformation: Design Thinking, Platform Thinking, and Open Thinking.

Part One
Three Essential Building  
Blocks of Digital Flow
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Design Thinking
Digital transformation starts with design thinking, which helps cut through to the key 
element of delivering corporate value—the customer. Design thinking, as described 
by leading proponent Tim Brown, president and CEO of IDEO, is “a human-centered 
approach to innovation that draws from the designer’s toolkit to integrate the needs of 
people, the possibilities of technology, and the requirements for business success.”2  It 
fosters an iterative approach to collaborating with the customer or user to ensure a 
superior experience in their end-to-end journey throughout the value chain. As digital flow 
is an ongoing journey, and thus subject to change, goals and solutions are also subject 
to change. Digital transformation doesn’t happen overnight. Design thinking provides 
consistency to digital flow, refreshed where necessary, and focused on delivering the 
greatest value to the customer or end-user. Design thinking ensures that digital flow 
meets the users’ stated business objectives by making them part of the design process. 
“To be more efficient and effective in the tools we provide, that interface has got to 
look better than anything out there on the market today,” continues the sportswear 
manufacturing executive. “We take the time to listen to our users and design with them 
in mind. They are under a tremendous amount of pressure. We have to make things 
obvious and simple to use. We have to make something that’s super-complicated appear 
simple.”

2 Design Thinking, IDEO University, http://www.ideou.com/pages/design-thinking
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Platform Thinking
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Platform thinking enables both external and internal stakeholders to more easily do business with your 
organization. It opens up your digital and physical resources to all stakeholders. According to Sangeet Paul 
Choudary, co-author of Platform Revolution,3 a platform is “a plug-and-play business model that allows 
multiple participants (producers and consumers) to connect to it, interact with each other and create and 
exchange value.” It involves building out services and processes to offer key functions and data sets that 
are accessible at any time to participants across an ecosystem. In doing so, platform thinking opens up the 
possibilities of new business models and new potential revenue sources within the ecosystem.  Platform 
thinking ultimately leads to value for all parties, and the value increases as the number of participants in the 
platform grows. Most importantly, the platform is not just about assembling technology, but rather, providing 
value for all participants. 

General Electric Company (GE) has embarked upon a platform approach that has leveraged its offerings 
and expertise across the emerging “Industrial Internet” into a powerful new service-based business 
proposition. The company is developing a cloud-based platform, called Predix, which provides and 
analyzes real-time data from the wide array of sensors and data feeds from the company’s lines of engines, 
generators and other industrial equipment. Predix analyzes patterns in the data to find better ways to 
run the machines, and to prevent potential breakdowns for GE’s customers. The benefits of focusing on 
customer outcomes are potentially huge. GE estimates that just a 1% reduction in jet fuel use could save 
the global commercial aviation industry $30 billion over 15 years.4 

3  Platform Revolution: How Networked Markets are Transforming the Economy and How to Make Them Work for You, Geof frey G. Parker, Marshall W. Van Alstyne, Sangeet Paul Choudary, 2016. http://
platformrevolution.com

4  Laura Winig, GE’s Big Bet on Data and Analytics, MIT Sloan Management Review, February 18, 2016. http://sloanreview.mit.edu/case-study/ge-big-bet-on-data-and-analytics/



Open Thinking
With content and data available within an open, well-designed platform, employees, partners, suppliers and 
customers have access to everything they need at any time or place. This creates a multiplier effect that drives 
faster delivery, deeper engagement, better accountability and more interconnectedness. Such open thinking 
keeps the environment continuously growing and expanding, and enables platforms and networks to flourish. All 
innovation and control doesn’t have to come from the network organizer at the center; this instills a mentality of 
collaboration and open integration across systems and across operational functions. 

“When you’re trying to pull information together internally, you may have a standard architecture or standard way 
of connecting systems and departments and business units,” says Doug Wetzel, managing partner at IntelliCap, 
which provides value engineering expertise to the technology industry. “However, there’s no common plan or 
common business and technical architecture when you’re looking to connect with external parties—customers, 
suppliers or partners. You need to be able to use an open platform that outside parties can more easily connect 
to with standard APIs and standard connectors.”

Such thinking is also seen among government organizations, part of what McKinsey & Company identifies 
as “movement toward evidence-based policy making.” The opening up of processes and data provides 
governments “the tool they need to be more efficient, effective, and transparent while enabling a significant 
change in public-policy performance management across the entire spectrum of government activities.” This 
includes everything from “tax compliance and collections to economic development to healthcare to education—
and much more.”5 

5  Karim Tadjeddine and Martin Lundqvist, Policy in the Data Age: Data Enablement for the Common Good, McKinsey & Company, August 2016.  
http://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/digital-mckinsey/our-insights/policy-in-the-data-age-data-enablement-for-the-common-good   9
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Exploring the full power of digital flow means using digital technologies to 
connect customers, suppliers, partners and other external organizations in 
the value chain, and being able to respond to the opportunities this creates. 
A digital enterprise opens up new ways of thinking and doing business that 
couldn’t even be imagined just a few years ago. It means collaborating across 
and beyond enterprises to innovate and share in the fruits of innovation.  

How do you get started with achieving digital flow in the enterprise? How do 
you achieve senior executive buy-in, given that they might be worried about 
the level of effort and resources required to implement a top-down rollout? 
Over the next few pages you’ll find five steps to getting started.

Part Two
Key Steps to  
Achieving Digital Flow
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This is the discovery phase of the effort. Work with 
business leaders to identify their specific goals 
and objectives; understand user and customer 
requirements. Sit down with stakeholders to 
document not only what the business wants but also 
current costs. Ask questions such as “Where are 
your business’s bottlenecks and pain points? How is 
workflow structured? How much is still wrapped up 
in manual or disconnected digital processes? How 
much information is locked into silos and difficult to 
get at? How can maximum value be achieved from 
the content locked within these silos?” 

1. Determine Where You Are Now 



Don’t try to scale your digital flow initiatives too 
early. Using design thinking, iterate on your early 
experiments, and then show your results to the senior 
team and the rest of the business. It may be too 
much of an uphill struggle to persuade executives to 
completely change the way the company has been 
doing things. Instead, demonstrate how a digital 
flow approach works for the business and quickly 
builds value. Over time, as you conduct multiple 
experiments, this approach will become a natural, 
mainstream way to work.

2. Start Small
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Improving the customer experience is often cited 
as the most important area in which to innovate in 
the business, but starting there can be challenging 
due to the number of functions involved. Start with 
internal business process improvements in the most 
influential function within the enterprise. Early wins 
can often be more easily achieved, and are also 
highly visible. Improving digital flow involves tearing 
down silos and multiple isolated systems that impede 
access to information and services while hindering 
employee productivity.

3. Start Internally
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Determine who your users are, what problems 
they are trying to solve, what they need to get 
their jobs done and how they go about it. Identify 
issues and opportunities for growth through digital 
approaches using ethnography, surveys and focus 
groups. Ensure user experience designers are 
embedded into the overall application, system and 
process design process. Design thinking needs to 
be applied to the experiences of users and partners, 
not just customers. Digital flow extends the current 
momentum of innovation at the customer user 
interface, all the way across the organization and the 
entire value chain of suppliers and partners.

4.  Focus on Users’, Customers’  
and Partners’ Experiences
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For each experiment, ask three questions: “How will 
this drive cost out of my operations? How is it going 
to make our people more efficient with business 
processes? What other strategic benefits or revenue 
gains, such as improvements to the customer 
experience, will be created?” With the answers to 
these questions, outline a baseline of costs and 
benefits of current processes, both manual and 
automated. Then determine the savings, productivity 
gains and returns of digitizing these processes. 
Don’t focus on the hard metrics alone: consider 
also the opportunities for innovation and competitive 
differentiation that could be generated for your 
organization.

5.  Communicate the  
Value of Your Experiments
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A successful digital flow is essential to the evolving challenges and 
opportunities of competing in today’s digital economy. It is an ongoing, 
evolving process that continuously strives for growth, innovation and agility, 
enabling organizations to better deal with ever-shifting global political and 
economic uncertainty. 

This approach can have a major impact on getting buy-in from senior leaders, 
will remove resistance to change as it involves the participation of users in the 
design process, and lowers risk. And ultimately, achieving digital flow results 
in trusted relationships with customers, profitable new business models, 
greater innovation and competitive edge.

Part Three
Understanding  
the Risks
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In today’s increasingly digital-driven economy, 
businesses cannot afford to have broken or slow digital 
flow, as it not only impedes processes but could even 
result in an inability to stay in business. Here are the risks 
of impeded digital flow:

Inability to Keep Up With a Hypercompetitive  
and Disruptive Global Economy
The ability to identify opportunities to move forward depends 
on executives’ ability to ascertain areas of strength, as well 
as emerging market opportunities that weren’t anticipated. 
As economic fortunes rise and fall across regions, the ability 
to forecast demand and opportunities across borders is 
essential. If digital systems and processes fail to seamlessly 
connect employees, customers and other stakeholders to 
enable relevant, secure and efficient interactions, there may 
be little to no efficiency and growth. Without effective digital 
flow, information systems cannot keep up with changing 
business demands, and time-strapped decision-makers will 
lack the ability to see, in real time, what’s going on across 
their enterprises and markets. 

Difficulties in Moving or Adapting to  
New Business Models
The furious pace of disruption across many industries is 
unprecedented. Startups are employing technology that is 
turning business models upside down. But that’s only part 
of the story. Established organizations are also learning to 
become more agile, innovative and experimental as well. 
Without an effective digital flow, organizations cannot speedily 
adapt, change course, experiment and be as prepared as 
possible in this uncertain climate. 

Lost Customers, Sales and Revenues 
Customers have many choices that are available to them at 
the click of a mouse or touchscreen and increasingly now 
through voice-activated devices. The inability to identify and 
address customer needs as they arise will lead customers 
to look elsewhere for products or services. As customers 
and employees defect, this creates a downward spiral for 
the business. Without effective digital flow, organizations will 
see losses due to unhappy customers, failure to process 
transactions quickly, or inability to deal with a customer 
inquiry or complaint in a timely manner. They may also suffer 
from delays in getting products or services to market because 
of bottlenecks in production or information delivery. 

Bottlenecked or Slow Processes
By continuing to rely on manual or disconnected digital 
processes, businesses risk error and delay—without a 
way to measure the true costs of these problems. Without 
the transparency of digital flow, these costs are a great 
unknown—many enterprises have never fully measured 
what costs they are currently incurring within their outdated 
or disconnected processes. Workforces are also affected. 
Without access to modern digital technologies, employees 
remain mired in manual, disconnected, unrewarding tasks, 
which leads to frustration—and likely, attrition.

Inability to Engage Efficiently With  
Partners and Suppliers
Partners and suppliers also will lose patience with information 
or production bottlenecks that result from slow digital flow. 
As businesses employ technologies and networks to achieve 
new levels of hyper-efficiency within their processes and value 
chains, those that don’t adopt similar solutions will fall behind. 
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Broken digital flow creates risk across all industries. 
However, the risks vary and take many different forms, 
depending on the priorities and pain points within each 
group: 

Government
For consumers of government services, slow digital flow 
means time lost as agencies labor through the simple act of 
retrieving documents. A prime example is delays incurred 
with U.S. Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) requests. It is 
estimated that meeting one single request means 30 hours of 
staff time searching and preparation. Constituents requesting 
documents from the Department of Justice know these wait 
times all too well, as the department received 68,000 FOIA 
requests in 2015. The total amounts to 2 million hours of staff 
time to search and secure documents. Even for individuals 
or organizations attempting to access information from local 
government, there are wait times—and potentially fees—
associated with FOIA requests that could consume days’ worth 
of staff time simply searching through and copying records. 

Financial Services
The financial services industry is built on customer trust, 
requiring intelligent, well-connected digital flow. The lifeblood 
of finance is contracts and trades and other transactions on 
a day-to-day basis, requiring seamless, uninterrupted digital 
flow. Interruptions or inadequate information resources going 
to new product line launches or new customer acquisition can 
be costly. For example, one global bank recently calculated it 
was losing up to $10 million a year due to slow or ineffective 
client onboarding. Another estimated that it was losing up to 
5% of overall deals due to unresponsive systems.6  

Manufacturing
Without effective digital flow, today’s manufacturers 
fall behind in many ways, from product innovation and 
creation to seamless movement of goods and data through 
connected supply chains. In the inception stage, a lack of 
communication and data-sharing between product designers 
and customers may dampen innovation and waste R&D 
resources. Slow digital flow also hampers sales capabilities. 
One Fortune 100 manufacturer recently calculated that it was 
losing $375 million a year in productivity due to inefficiencies 
in its sales enablement and training systems. Slow flow of 
information and connectivity between manufacturers and 

customers leads to lost revenues and higher costs due to 
increased time to market or poor product market acceptance. 
In addition, slow digital flow between supply chain partners 
also results in higher costs due to production or distribution 
bottlenecks, greater rework and fixing last-minute errors. 

Healthcare
Making sure that patients are seen quickly and that medical 
conditions are diagnosed correctly is the primary goal of 
healthcare, and this often gets mired in nonproductive 
processes. Another risk is that mistaken diagnoses and 
wrong prescriptions could potentially lead to mismanaged 
care and even death. Inefficient coordination of benefits 
processes adds $800 million in administrative expenses to the 
U.S. healthcare system every year. Reliance on disconnected 
processes and information delivery also leads to delays in 
patient care and wasted nursing resources. Siloed legacy 
systems containing inaccurate or inaccessible electronic 
records lead to medical mistakes. Security, regulatory and 
compliance issues arise when caregivers do not seamlessly 
communicate with other employees or patients. 
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Exposure to Unique Industry Risks

6   Global Bank Drives Digital Overhaul with Alfresco, Alfresco Software, Inc., 2016.
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