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INTRODUCTION

60% 
OF LEADERS 
INDICATED THEIR 
ORGANISATIONS 
LACK THE SENSORY 
AND INNOVATIVE 
PROCESSES TO 
RESPOND TO RAPID 
DISRUPTION

We are in the midst of what is recognised as the fourth industrial 
revolution. The pace of technological advancement shows no sign of 
slowing and the development of digital technology and data science 
continues to transform every part of our economic and domestic lives. 

As digital innovation continues to 
shape and disrupt business 
models, developing an 
understanding of how to exploit 
technology and data across every 
part of the organisation is vital in 
order to keep up. PwC predicts 
that Artificial Intelligence (AI) 
will be the biggest commercial 
opportunity growing the UK 
economy by £232 billion by 20301. 
Yet nearly 60% of leaders 
indicated that their organisations 
lack the sensory and innovative 
processes to respond to rapid 
disruption2 and, according to 
McKinsey, 79% of organisations 
are in the early stages of their 
technology transformation3.

Our first white paper in this 
series, The D suite: Digital, Data 
and Disruption in the boardroom, 
addressed the effect of digital 
development and data on executive 
decision making. Roles such as 
Chief Digital Officer, Chief Data 
Officer and Chief Transformation 
Officer were introduced to champion 
innovation at board level. 

For many appointed, this position 
was their first venture into a 
senior executive role. Without 
training and development to 
support the transition, there was 
the risk that these newly 
appointed executives did not 
possess the leadership skills, speak 
the right language or think in 
business outcomes to 
successfully deliver the 
transformation required. When 
this happened, they were 
frequently suppressed in the 
organisation to report through 
other executives who act as the 
“babel fish” translator. 

Where businesses once held 
separate digital strategies and 
treated it as an individual focus 
area to be organised by select staff, 
digital is now central to everything 
and many adopt a digital-first 
mentality across all departments. 
Therefore, digital is no longer the 
reserve of Chief Digital Officers and 
we will see these roles evolving 
and disappearing as “non-digital” 
roles will become obsolete.
 

1 Sizing the Prize Global AI 
Report, PwC, 2017

2 CEO Survey, KPMG 2017

3 IT Strategy Survey, McKinsey, 
2018

https://www.adastrumconsulting.com/_uploads/article-pdfs/3229AdastrumWhitePaperSTAGE2.pdf
https://www.adastrumconsulting.com/_uploads/article-pdfs/3229AdastrumWhitePaperSTAGE2.pdf
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£232bn 
ARTIFICIAL 
INTELLIGENCE (AI) 
WILL BE THE BIGGEST 
COMMERCIAL 
OPPORTUNITY, 
GROWING THE UK 
ECONOMY BY £232 
BILLION BY 2030

While the role of Chief Digital Officer 
will evolve or disappear, in the short 
term at least, Chief Data Officer 
(CDO) and Chief Transformation 
Officer roles will become more 
prominent. Where a stronger 
focus is placed on the customer, 
CDOs will be at the forefront of 
optimising customer experience. 
Through data analysis, they will 
be able to map thousands upon 
thousands of customer journeys 
to identify crucial touchpoints, 
creating efficiencies and 
recommending processes that can 
be automated as well as when 
human interaction is specifically 
required. Enabling operations to 
be scaled up, this data will show 
where to most effectively deploy 
team members, invest and support 
the business to manage many 
more interactions. Where data is 
concerned it is vital that business 
outcomes and goals form the 
starting point for the experimental 
processes of data analysis.

At the forefront of transformation 
and optimisation will be the business 
leaders, charged with embracing 
opportunities, new business models 
and working processes and both 
accepting and mitigating the risks 
innovation and disruption poses.  
In a rapidly evolving business 
landscape with new technology 
launching constantly, this may 
seem a challenge that cannot be 
prepared for.

 

INTRODUCTION
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LEADING IN AN AGE  
OF DISRUPTION

As digital impacts the remit of all senior executives across the business, 
there is a set of de facto skills, perhaps traditionally associated with the 
technology function, that leaders need to grasp. Understanding these 
will equip leaders with knowledge of the disruptive implications 
particular advances can have on an organisation and help them 
identify innovations to adopt and those that pose business risks.  

DIGITAL BUSINESS MODELS
All senior leaders must now 
understand the digital ecosystem, 
how the digital economy works, 
how digital tools, products and 
technology can disrupt their 
current business models. They 
must recognise how they can 
exploit it for business benefit – 
cost, revenue, collaboration, 
customer engagement and 
efficiency – and how they 
themselves can be disruptors,  
if they are not to be disrupted! 

They also need to gain the  
wisdom to know where they  
won’t be disrupted and how to 
make technology decisions, for 
example how to capitalise on  
their investments or the cost  
of maintaining and running  
their software. 

AGILE
An agile way of working is both a 
culture and a mindset. It is a culture 
of cross-functional collaboration 
to collectively solve problems and 
develop solutions for the business 
or customer. It is not a methodology 
that solely relates to the technology 
function and its development of 
software. Whilst executives may 
not want to engage in the minutiae 
of retrospectives and stand-ups, 
the agile mindset drives a culture 
of rapid adoption of change, better 
customer experiences and a reduced 
time to market. Agility also drives 
improved product quality, greater 
stakeholder engagement and 
collective performance and so has 
become de facto knowledge and a 
necessary skill. 

Organisations with a truly agile 
mindset tend to be process light, 
focusing heavily on experimentation 
and moving at hyper speed to find 
new and better ways of working. 
Common in start-up and technology 
businesses, the result is fast growth 
but may lead to people outgrowing 
the business when a degree of process 
and governance become important. 

AN AGILE WAY OF 
WORKING IS BOTH A 
CULTURE AND A 
MINDSET
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More traditional, structured 
businesses tend to focus on 
following tight processes that 
have evolved over decades to 
become ingrained in the fabric  
of the organisation. While this 
complies with best practice and 
risk management, it can mean  
the business is slow to react to  
the market and deliver to the 
changing needs of the customer.

The most successful and effective 
leaders have experience of both agile 
cultures and more traditional 
structured organisations. Having 
seen two extremes of religion, 
these leaders can benefit from the 
riches of experience and focus on 
finding a healthy tension between 
moving at pace and still ensuring 
processes are there to manage risk 
and delivery.

AUTOMATION
Expected to bring the biggest change 
to our world in the next decade, 
we are yet to experience the full 
range of opportunities presented 
by automation – AI, Robotic Process 
Automation (RPA), and Machine 
Learning (ML). It is predicted  
that 45% of total economic gains 
by 2030 will come from product 
enhancements, stimulating 
consumer demand driven by AI 
and its potential to create greater 
product variety, more personalisation 
and affordability4.

The technology is still far from 
realising its full potential, yet we 
are already seeing the scope for 
disruption to our workplaces and 
business processes. It presents 
greater threats to cyber security, 
leading to the emergence of 
further data management and 
protective legislation.

It is vital that executives and leaders 
of all functions understand the 
opportunity, risk and changes to 
operating models, decision making, 
and organisational skills and 
structures presented by RPA, AI 
and ML. Whilst automation has 
huge potential, it can also be the 
source of your future “technical 
debt” if a process is automated 
simply because it can be! 

LEADING IN AN AGE  
OF DISRUPTION

45% 
OF TOTAL 
ECONOMIC GAINS 
BY 2030 WILL COME 
FROM PRODUCT 
ENHANCEMENTS 
DRIVEN BY AI

4 Sizing the Prize Global AI 
Report, PwC, 2017
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Automating the right processes is 
vital. When deploying automation 
technology, it is also an opportunity 
to review the process itself and 
check if it is indeed fit for purpose, 
as, once controlled by RPA, it is 
unlikely to be reviewed again.

Ultimately, automation will alter 
overall business structure, 58%  
of UK adults are already worried 
about automation putting their 
jobs at risk5. Although it is a myth 
to believe all jobs impacted by 
automation will simply move up 
the value chain, automation and 
technology advancement has 
historically created new roles  
and skills, not least to make the 
technology successful! 

As software becomes more 
sophisticated, programmes will 
be able to manipulate data and 
interpret information from various 
sources in different formats. It will 
be able to create more meaningful 
output, enabling the automation 
of administrative tasks, such as the 
creation of complex legal contracts. 

DATA
Understanding the value of data 
and how to best exploit it is 
becoming a de facto skill. “Data is 
the new oil” is a much-used phrase 
but the value of “oil” is knowing 
what you do with it, not the fact 
you have it!  Many organisations 
“want to do something with data” 
and have failed; either because 
they thought data science was the 
answer, or they didn’t understand 
the experimental nature of data, 
or because they did not define 
what that “something” data was 
supposed to do. 

Data is not a discrete entity, it is 
an enabler, which by its nature is 
both an experimental and continuous 
learning function and needs a goal 
or business outcome to focus on. 

By asking the data: how we can 
increase revenue, cut costs, 
predict customer behaviour or 
present our front page, it can find, 
test and understand the patterns 
of data to validate solutions that 
can be operationalised across  
the business.

LEADING IN AN AGE  
OF DISRUPTION

5 The Upskilling Hopes and Fears 
research, PwC, 2019

58% 
OF UK ADULTS  
ARE WORRIED 
AUTOMATION WILL 
PUT THEIR JOBS AT 
RISK



adastrumconsulting.com Page 7 of 11

CHANGING CORPORATE 
CULTURES 

Data provides organisations with more detailed insight into their 
business and staff than ever before, which can be wielded to make 
better informed decisions and optimise working practices. As a result, 
organisational structure and culture will adapt to meet the needs of 
customers and employees and better serve them. This will continue to 
evolve at pace as new technology and ways of working develop, 
making agility key to success.

INSOURCING
With customer experience firmly 
placed at the heart of successful 
operations, owning your capabilities 
and managing your own intellectual 
property and customer touch 
points rather than outsourcing 
them to a technology provider  
has become a priority. 

Outsourcing these functions to 
third parties could prove as fatal 
as not having mature vendor 
management skills. Organisations 
are developing their own in-house 
teams of experts, particularly where 
they directly interact with customers 
and an executive’s influence and 
power is demonstrated by the impact 
they have on the organisation 
rather than the size of their 
budget or headcount. 

DIVERSITY
For many, diversity has been 
treated as a tick box exercise that 
demonstrates good governance. 
Yet, beyond the protected 
characteristics of gender, sexual 
preference, heritage and racial 
background, is diversity of 
thought, values, experience and 
occupational knowledge. 

Hiring in your own image is 
short-sighted and hiring against 
your own weaknesses and 
knowledge gaps is wise. Jobs will 
change, therefore, when hiring it 
is important not to be protective 
of job titles and instead seek skills 
and talent that can solve the problem 
you are looking at. Broadening the 
search far beyond your sector will 
not only attract a more diverse 
candidate slate, but also benefit the 
business with experience learned 
from other industries. Individuals 
from diverse backgrounds will be 
able to look at challenges through 
a different lens and bring fresh 
ideas to the table.

 INDIVIDUALS  
FROM DIVERSE 
BACKGROUNDS  
WILL BE ABLE TO 
LOOK AT 
CHALLENGES 
THROUGH A 
DIFFERENT LENS



adastrumconsulting.com Page 8 of 11

CULTURE OF SOCIAL PURPOSE
There is now far greater awareness 
of an organisation’s ability to 
impact wider social change and 
greater interest in corporate 
purpose and environmental, 
social and governance (ESG). 
Acting responsibly and 
sustainably is revered, and not 
just by younger generations, 
whether they are customers  
or employees. 

ESG-oriented investing has 
experienced a meteoric rise, with 
global sustainable investment 
now topping $30 trillion6. Bank  
of America research found that 
strong ESG policy could have 
helped avoid 90% of bankruptcies 
in the S&P 500 between 2005 and 
2015, where companies had poor 
environmental and social scores for 
the five years before bankruptcy7. 
It is not something to pay lip 
service to. 

From a talent management and 
retention perspective, it has 
become highly important that 
employees own personal values 
and purpose align with that of 
their employers. 

Where shareholder value had 
primacy when deciding a 
business’ purpose or direction, as 
the workforce has become more 
values based with more diverse 
thinking, there has been a cultural 
shift resulting in organisations 
having to have a clear social 
purpose as well as providing  
value for the shareholder. 

90% 
OF BANKRUPTCIES 
BETWEEN 2005 AND 
2015 COULD’VE BEEN 
AVOIDED WITH 
STRONG COMPANY 
ESG POLICIES

6 2018 Global Sustainable 
Investment Review, Global 
Sustainable Investment 
Alliance (GISA)

7 Global ESG Primer, B of A 
Global Research, November 
2019

CHANGING CORPORATE  
CULTURES
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DEVELOPING  
DIGITAL LEADERS

Digital transformation has unlocked new ways of working and 
changed how we interact with our colleagues. McKinsey predicts  
that by 2030, more than 10 million workers in the UK might be 
under-skilled in digital, decision making and communication8, 
fundamental skills for modern leaders. 

The digital skills deficit could be 
costing the UK as much as £63 billion 
a year9. To avoid an organisational 
skills gap and bridge the void 
between emerging technologies 
and workers capable of using 
them, the drive for upskilling 
must come directly from 
businesses. Hugely sought after, 
once digital capabilities have been 
developed, identifying skilled 
individuals for leadership is 
crucial to retain them.

Developed leaders engage teams 
and retain customers, furthermore 
employee retention is 20 times 
better at organisations who focus 
on leadership10, meaning 
investment in development 
benefits the whole business. 

It is key to develop Emotional 
Intelligence (EQ) to build 
relationships, collaborate and 
understand others. EQ will also 
help leaders to speak the right 
language of business outcomes  
to influence stakeholders, win 
investment and develop the 
Collective Intelligence (CQ) of  
the team and organisation.

ASSESSING LEADERSHIP 
BEHAVIOURS
Many leaders struggle to feel 
equipped to navigate success in 
this age of unchartered digital 
disruption as new technical skills 
rise and fall in importance, it can 
be difficult to know where to 
focus efforts. 

There are many characteristics 
that define good leaders but what 
does unite great leaders is a strong 
sense of purpose. To map development 
and leadership behaviours, 
attitudes should always be assessed 
in the context of successful 
outcomes rather than in isolation. 

The ground-breaking ‘Leaders with 
Purpose’ research that we carried 
out with established and successful 
CxOs across 11 different industries, 
underlined the vital role a sense of 
purpose plays in leadership and 
identified how to measure success. 
Exploring key behaviours including 
how they build trust, their 
adaptability, how they influence 
others and share their vision and 
use fortitude to overcome 
challenges within the frame of 
purpose will lead to a bespoke 
development plan. 

10m+ 
UK WORKERS ARE 
PREDICTED TO BE 
UNDER-SKILLED IN 
DIGITAL, DECISION 
MAKING AND 
COMMUNICATION

8 The Future of Work, McKinsey, 
2019

9 Delivering skills for the new 
economy, CBI / TCS, June 2019

10 High-Impact Leadership, 
Bersin by Deloitte, 2016 

https://console.ebsta.com/linktracking/track.aspx?trackid=55e5171b-1d8e-417e-936b-56ab39177020-1582563264536&linktrackingid=0&linkuri=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.adastrumconsulting.com%2Fpress%2Fa-sense-of-purpose-is-the-key-to-leadership-success
https://console.ebsta.com/linktracking/track.aspx?trackid=55e5171b-1d8e-417e-936b-56ab39177020-1582563264536&linktrackingid=0&linkuri=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.adastrumconsulting.com%2Fpress%2Fa-sense-of-purpose-is-the-key-to-leadership-success
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CURIOSITY
Curiosity is greatly under-rated 
but is hugely important in the 
modern enterprise. Cultivating 
curiosity means that leaders are 
more likely to investigate new 
developments and respond quickly 
to changes in uncertain markets. 
Curious leaders, who also inspire 
their teams, are more likely to 
encourage employees to contribute 
ideas. They seek to understand 
people’s behaviour as well as how 
and why things work to discover 
the art of what is possible.  

AN APPETITE FOR RISK
As the latest advancements drive 
constant change, the traditional 
risk averse corporate decision-
making embedded in a century of 
organisation development needs 
to learn to “let-go” and embrace a 
culture of fail fast and learn quickly. 
Creating an environment where 
experimentation is encouraged 
and learning is celebrated as the 
reward without being considered 
reckless is a difficult but necessary 
move to drive business success 
and disruption. 

DEVELOPING  
DIGITAL LEADERS

£63bn 
THE DIGITAL SKILLS 
DEFICIT COULD BE 
COSTING THE UK £63 
BILLION EVERY YEAR
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FINAL 
THOUGHTS

Adastrum Consulting Ltd 
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London EC4Y 0AY

+44 (0)203 925 4120

Repurposing Charles Darwin’s conclusions about the 
evolution of species will resonate with many: “It is not 
the strongest of the species that survive, nor the most 
intelligent but the most adaptable to change”.

Rapid technological changes and disruptive business 
models are inevitable. While specific technical skills 
will rise and fall in importance, depending on the 
newest developments, if senior executives are armed 
with adaptive leadership skills, business success 
will follow. 

For organisations of all sizes and in all sectors, 
particularly those who are far off digital maturity, 
realising the potential that digitalisation has to offer 
must be a priority. 

As ever it will be the leaders’ task to initiate digital 
transformation and ensure their businesses prosper. 
Therefore, all senior managers and c-level executives 
must develop technology know-how with adaptive 
leadership skills to navigate their organisation 
to success.
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