THE D SUITE:
DIGITAL, DATA,
DISRUPTION AND
DEPENDENCY

SEEING TALENT
DIFFERENTLY

INTRODUCTION

Businesses have been in the midst of a technological
revolution for some years, but COVID-19 vastly
accelerated inevitable digital adoption. To meet with
rapid innovation and changing business practices, digital
transformation has become business as usual for all. The
speed of implementation has been astounding, in Spring
2020 consumers and businesses leapt 5 years in digital
technology adoption in a mere 8 weeks.1

IN SPRING 2020
CONSUMERS AND
BUSINESSES LEAPT 5
YEARS IN DIGITAL
TECHNOLOGY
ADOPTION IN A
MERE 8 WEEKS.1

Where previously many organisations were cautiously
adopting new concepts and ways of working, 2020
highlighted the precarious position reluctance to
embrace innovation put them in. The ultimate Black
Swan event in terms of impact and unpredictability, the
coronavirus pandemic showed a clear division between
the organisations that had embraced digital practices
and those who had been reluctant to commit. Digitallydeveloped companies were able to quickly adapt and
move operations remotely, whereas those who had not
invested struggled to maintain service and suffered as a
result – a harsh lesson in resilience, which is now more
visible on boardroom agendas than ever before.
The resulting shift in business operations and consumer
habits means that almost all industries and organisations
are now exploiting some form of digital technology and
there is almost no such thing as non-digital business.
Yet, it is counterproductive to invest in technology without
investing in the leaders to manage it or the workforce to
use it. Future success relies on leaders’ digital ability as
much as their aptitude for uniting teams and encouraging
people to embrace new technology and new ways of
working at every level of the organisation.
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The COVID-19 recovery will be
digital, McKinsey, May 2020
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INTRODUCTION

Without the leadership to make new systems and
processes work and deliver against business objectives,
outlay in innovation quickly becomes a source of future
technical debt.
The astonishingly successful vaccine rollout promises
a return to “normality”, with businesses prioritising
financial recovery and a renewed focus on organisational
culture to remedy social impact. Yet, so much progress
has been made that it is not possible to return to
pre-pandemic running, and imprudent to lose the ground
gained. Having undergone so much change in such a brief
period, leaders should not waste the lessons learnt during
this crisis therefore, organisations face important decisions
on how to best adapt and move forwards. There is an
opportunity to assess whether some previous practices
should be reinstated, what changes adopted to manage
the new landscape should be retained and what should
be re-thought entirely.
As ever, leadership is at the forefront of driving
transformation and accelerating businesses forward.
Strong leaders have already shown their value and, while
it would not have been possible to predict the skills
required to navigate a disruption of such scale, it is
evident that particular leadership behaviours and a
grounding in the digital economy has helped organisations
respond to the new environment far more efficiently.
To prepare for future disruption, the priority for HR
teams is to build the suite of talent able to manage and
adapt to the unforeseen.
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CORE LEADERSHIP
COMPETENCIES
The rate of digital adoption to the point of organisational dependency
and the resulting speed of change in the working environment requires
ALL leaders to develop an understanding of data and digital models.
Data literacy and digital intelligence (DQ) ensures they are armed with
the knowledge and experience to competently make important decisions
quickly and lead their organisation to success.
TECHNOLOGICAL LITERACY
While it is neither possible nor
practical for individuals to be
familiar with the minutiae,
leaders must have sufficient
knowledge of the workings and
applications of new technology.
Armed with a de facto set of
digital skills, these leaders see
transformation not as a
technology upgrade but as an
opportunity to improve processes,
enhance customer journeys,
improve user experiences, create
new services and gain an
advantage over competitors.
Data collected during crises and
periods of instability can prepare
leaders to manage future
disruption, but they must be able
to interrogate the information and
ask the right questions to add
business value. All executives
should view data as the key to
decision making when it comes to
cutting operating costs,
maximising profits and
improving customer journeys.

Automation is still set to bring the
biggest business opportunities,
enabling organisations to scale up
operations, maximise staff output
and minimise errors. In preparation
for the post-pandemic world, 67%
of companies have accelerated
automation and Artificial
Intelligence (AI) development
and Forrester predicts 35% of
companies will double down on
workplace AI. Improving
customer experience is the first
area many organisations will reap
the benefits, in a recent McKinsey
executive survey, almost half
reported increased digitisation of
customer channels. 35% have
connected suppliers with digital
platforms to upgrade supply
chain management. However,
simply automating human-led
operations without first
appreciating the processes’
complexities and nuances could
create more problems than they
solve, be an inefficient use of
resources and a source of future
“technical debt”. Automation is a
tool that needs the right skills to
be used correctly.

63%
OF WORKERS DO
NOT BELIEVE THEY
HAVE THE DIGITAL
SKILLS FOR NEW
ROLES IN THEIR
INDUSTRY.

2. What 800 executives envision
for the post-pandemic world,
McKinsey, September 2020
3. 2021 Predictions, Forrester,
November 2020
4. What 800 executives envision
for the post-pandemic world,
McKinsey, September 2020
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CORE LEADERSHIP COMPETENCIES

In addition to identifying
opportunities, leaders must
understand new technological
threats. Following several
high-profile data breaches for
organisations including the NHS,
Garmin and Manchester United,
cyber security concerns consumer
trust and public image as much as
company finances. In the UK, as
legislation is assessed post-Brexit,
expect further data management
laws to emerge, impacting
organisational governance.
Businesses that follow best practice
early on can assure customers
and ease team transition, avoiding
panic to meet deadlines or fines.
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Increased automation will
significantly affect talent
management. Digital skills hold
the key to at least 2.4% of an
organisation’s bottom line5. More
than a fifth of jobs across the EU
could be automated by 20306,
however this number could be
greater still if the current pace of
automation continues. Rather than
eliminate job prospects, history
shows that new technology creates
new roles. It falls upon HR teams
to reassure employees and meet
skill requirements. 63% of workers
do not believe they have the
appropriate digital skills to fulfil
new and emerging roles in their
industry7. Investment in digital
skills training and education is
necessary to accelerate economic
recovery and enable businesses to
advance sustainably.

2.4%
DIGITAL SKILLS HOLD
THE KEY TO AT LEAST
2.4% OF AN
ORGANISATION’S
BOTTOM LINE.

5.

Unlocking the UK’s potential
with digital skills, Microsoft,
October 2020

6.

Future of Work in Europe,
McKinsey, May 2020

7.

Unlocking the UK’s potential
with digital skills, Microsoft,
October 2020
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DIGITAL ORGANISATIONAL
MODELS
We have entered an age of digital
dependency. The digital
ecosystem is embedded in
consumer lives and without an
appreciation of how this economy
works and the tools and systems
that disrupt, businesses will fall
behind. All leaders must have a
grasp on how innovation has the
potential to disrupt. Companies
witnessed how lack of investment
in technology made locked down
working even more challenging.

Undoubtedly, tacit learning and
water-cooler idea sharing have
suffered from a lack of
face-to-face interaction, especially
for workers in the early stages of
their career who have yet to form
networks or establish working
habits. Hybrid models offer the
best of both worlds, the physical
office is no longer the seat of
productivity but will become a
place for learning and creativity.
This requires a new approach to
team management, development,
mentorship and collaboration.

Through necessity they have
experienced the benefits of
remote working first-hand.
Increased productivity, greater
flexibility and reduced office
estate overheads mean analysts
predict remote working to rise
300% on pre-Covid levels8.

Agile working, a model and culture
that emerged in the technology
function, is proven to streamline
project management and delivery
and is being embraced across
organisations. Allowing for teams
to quickly adapt and face new
challenges, the agile mindset
drives greater efficiencies and
collective performance in an
ever-changing marketplace. Yet
leaders must tread a fine line
between exonerating necessary
procedure in favour of quick,
process-light working to establish
the right checks to support both
staff and manage risk and delivery.

300%
RISE EXPECTED IN
REMOTE WORKING
COMPARED TO
PRE-COVID LEVELS.

8.
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2021 Predictions, Forrester,
November 2020
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CULTURAL UNDERSTANDING
No longer nice to haves, social and
environmental responsibility are
expected components of corporate
culture but play a vital role in
employee and stakeholder
engagement. Greater awareness
of businesses’ place in society and
the complexity of true ethical
action complicates communicating
company values, but it cannot be
ignored. Where previously
organisational efforts were
lauded, companies face greater
scrutiny and are increasingly held
accountable to deliver against
core values.
Organisational leaders aware of
where they can make the biggest
social impact, gaining both ethical
and financial rewards.
Stakeholders and talent have
paid increasing attention to
Environmental and Social
Governance (ESG) as 2020 saw
ethical investments outperform
traditional funds9. Employees
look for organisations that align
with their own beliefs and world
views, expecting their workplace
culture to amplify their personal
contributions.
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As much as a health and economic
crisis, coronavirus has been at its
heart a human tragedy, placing
greater importance on a
company’s conscience and
treatment of staff. The way
brands have responded to
COVID-19 has impacted purchase
decision-making, with almost
three in five consumers agreeing
that brand behaviour influences
their decision to give them
business10. From an employee
perspective, colleagues were
beamed directly into each other’s
homes and developed a deeper
understanding of individual
personal circumstances and
pressures.

3 in 5
CONSUMERS AGREE
THAT BRAND
BEHAVIOUR
INFLUENCES THEIR
DECISION TO GIVE
THEM BUSINESS10.

9.

Ethical investments are
outperforming traditional
funds, Guardian, June 2020

10.

How are consumers responding
to brands during the
COVID-19 pandemic?,
Censuswide, April 2020
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The pandemic has done more to
push mental health up the corporate
agenda than previous awareness
events or royal ambassadors could,
creating a culture of kindness. It’s
therefore not surprising that social
inequality received huge attention,
with more people than ever before
calling for governments and the
corporate world to solve them.
Where previously many
organisations purely paid lip service
to social and environmental issues,
today’s consumers are looking for
action behind messages. Value
hypocrisy has the potential to
damage reputation and profits, with
brands including Nike, which has
previously given visibility to racial
injustice, coming under fire for
talking the talk but lacking diversity
in senior leadership.

Businesses benefit from diversity
of thought, background and
experience, which drive
innovation, enrich customer
experiences and company culture
as well as boosting the bottom line.
Companies in the top quartile for
ethnic and cultural diversity on
executive teams are a third more
likely to lead their industry in
profitability, whereas those failing
to bring diversity into the
boardroom are lagging behind11.
Too often leaders hire in their own
image rather than seeking
candidates that complement their
strengths, mitigate weaknesses
and bring new skills and
experiences to the table.

THE PANDEMIC HAS
DONE MORE TO PUSH
MENTAL HEALTH UP THE
CORPORATE AGENDA
THAN PREVIOUS
AWARENESS EVENTS OR
ROYAL AMBASSADORS
COULD.

11.
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Delivering through Diversity,
McKinsey, January 2018
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DEFINING LEADERSHIP
BEHAVIOURS
EMOTIONAL
INTELLIGENCE (EQ)
In an ever more complex world,
understanding and influencing
others is critical to leadership
success. Organisations recognise
their reliance on leaders at all
levels to support staff wellbeing
during crises and individuals with
high EQ have become highly
prized as they can appreciate and
address people’s real concerns.
Empathy is critical to building
relationships and in challenging
times can add value to customer
and stakeholder relations.
Executives with a high EQ can
forge strong professional
connections and also project
gravitas and authority to provide
stability in crises. Composure,
resilience and focus are key to
maintaining leadership
credentials and purpose in times
of uncertainty, quashing fear and
instilling confidence.
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COMMUNICATION
Strong communication has long
been considered essential to good
leadership but has become even
more prized in an increasingly
digital and rapidly changing world.
To motivate teams, build trust and
cultivate cultures, executives must
be able to adapt their leadership
style to engage audiences across
different channels, be that in
person or virtually. Storytelling is
a valuable skill for securing buy
in from stakeholders and
decision-makers and sharing
vision for success. Equally,
constructing a narrative that takes
teams on the journey builds trust
and confidence, helping them to
feel part of the process and realise
ambitions sooner.

COMPOSURE,
RESILIENCE AND
FOCUS ARE KEY
TO MAINTAINING
LEADERSHIP
CREDENTIALS
IN TIMES OF
UNCERTAINTY.

Effective communication is not
limited to proficiency in
presenting ideas but also
absorbing information from
different sources and
stakeholders and ensuring teams
feel listened to.
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DEFINING LEADERSHIP
BEHAVIOURS

RESILIENT AGILITY
A key requirement for leaders
moving forwards, resilient agility
balances the ability to adapt and shift
focus in fast-changing situations
with the grit, composure and
fortitude needed to see challenges
through. Agile leaders facilitate
change quickly and meet accelerated
timelines. These behaviours enable
leaders to cope with ambiguity and
uncertainty and the accompanying
mental stresses but also inspire their
teams to success.
CURIOSITY
Taking a holistic approach to
transformation, which considers
the impact on customers, teams
and the wider market, requires an
understanding of the internal and
external landscape. Technical
ability should ground their
thinking, but curiosity drives
leaders to explore emerging
technology and the potential
impact it could have on current
practices. With a natural appetite
for learning, curious leaders
inspire problem solving .
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COURAGE
In the face of uncertainty and
adversity, courage helps leaders
to make decisions and act on their
convictions. For roles with a
change mandate, organisations
should establish a culture of trial
and acceptance to encourage
leaders to experiment with new
ideas. Fear of failure should not be
allowed to prevent progress and
changing the mindset of teams to
view gaining knowledge as
valuable as positive results. Fail
fast, learn faster!

RESILIENT AGILITY
BALANCES THE
ABILITY TO ADAPT
AND SHIFT FOCUS IN
FAST-CHANGING
SITUATIONS WITH
THE GRIT,
COMPOSURE AND
FORTITUDE NEEDED
TO SEE CHALLENGES
THROUGH.

DIGITAL INTELLIGENCE (DQ)
Technical skills are obviously
important but can quickly become
outdated. Alongside recruiting
and training for skills required for
execution, leadership development
must support broader
understanding of digital
innovation and data. DQ is the
ability to transform digital data
into actionable customer-centric
insight, which helps win, retain
and grow customers. The talent to
use data to predict trends also
enables successful investment in
businesses as well as price setting
and managing margins. DQ
empowers executives to make
quick, informed decisions about
emerging digital opportunities
and prevents them from being
dazzled by shiny new technology
without first understanding the
business benefits and the problem
it solves.
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ADAPTING LEADERSHIP
TO DIFFERENT ENVIRONMENTS
Adaptability and flexibility are key to survival in a fast-changing
disruptive landscape. Change-oriented leaders have proved
invaluable. Always striving for the most effective and efficient ways of
working, these leaders and their teams are used to adapting and are
less likely to be overcome by rapid change.
The success of at home working
has led to a complete reimagining
of the working environment.
With eyes opened to the benefits
of remote working and hybrid
models, organisations will make
the permanent shift to an online
workplace.
Remote working introduces new
leadership challenges, particularly
around wellbeing and motivation.
Unchecked, individuals can feel
isolated, over-worked and
undervalued. Furthermore,
organisations are already
encountering operational
challenges with hybrid working.
Booking systems do not allow for
spontaneity, yet it does not make
financial sense to maintain
estates at half occupancy just in
case employees need office space.
It is unnecessary to establish a
specific role to manage remote
and hybrid working when
leadership teams can draw upon
technology and existing soft skills
including EQ, communications
skills and adaptability, to fulfil
requirements.
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Resources are better used to
bolster soft skills that further the
organisation as a whole rather than
tackling temporary states. Leading
by example, collaboration at the top
establishes clear companywide
guidelines, uniting global teams
and setting healthy expectations
for new ways of working.

REMOTE WORKING
INTRODUCES NEW
LEADERSHIP
CHALLENGES,
PARTICULARLY
AROUND
WELLBEING AND
MOTIVATION.

The pandemic increased
employee engagement in
corporate rhetoric, opening
valuable channels of
communication for HR teams to
use in future transformation.
Investment in digital channels to
enable socialising and networking
is just as important as sharing
best practice and project updates.
Messaging and tone must suit
new platforms of communication,
while remote working and video
conferencing lends itself to a more
relaxed style, formality is still
required for performance reviews
and disciplinaries.
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DEVELOPING LEADERS
IN A DIGITAL WORLD
With eyes set on recovery and resilience, leadership development
remains a top priority for organisations. While event-based training
has been on hold, waiting until “peace time” to restore development
programmes will delay progress and alienate talent.
It has long been clear that a
one-size-fits all approach does
not work in leadership. Bespoke
development programmes that
address areas important for a
specific role or skill set are far
more beneficial for the individual,
team and overall business.
Assessing behaviours in the
context of an individual’s mission
and purpose focuses development
on mindset and unlocking personal
motivations as much as skills.

For HR teams, digital competency
unlocks greater understanding for
using different platforms to
deliver effective training.

HR teams are already adapting
to manage recruitment and
induction online but there is more
to do. Without physically working
together side-by-side it could
be that skill gaps are missed
and development slips down
the priority list, potentially
affecting performance, retention
and happiness.

Data can also identify areas for
development and upskilling.
Leaders can wield this
information to break down siloed
working and create opportunities
to deliver more. Combining
different skills to bridge gaps and
create cross-teams can be used to
enhance learning as well as deliver
and develop people on the job.

Time is often cited as a barrier
for development, as flexible and
remote working continues, with
a little co-ordination, L&D
professionals have greater scope
to maximise time spent on site or
quieter periods in the day to
deliver training.

44%
OF EXECUTIVES
FEAR THE CURRENT
LACK OF DIGITAL
SKILLS WITHIN
THEIR ORGANISATION
WILL NEGATIVELY
IMPACT THEIR
SUCCESS IN THE
NEXT YEAR.

Developing digital capabilities is
an obvious priority, as 44% of
executives fear the current lack
of digital skills within their
organisation will have a fairly
negative impact on their success
in the next year12.

12. Unlocking the UK’s potential
with digital skills, Microsoft,
October 2020

adastrumconsulting.com

Page 12 of 13

FINAL
THOUGHTS
Prior to the pandemic, we were living in a world of rapid
disruption, with technological innovation happening at
great pace and impacting business models. As both
consumers and workers, our dependency on technology
has deepened in the past year, with digital innovation
embedded in almost every part of our lives.
Even traditional industries are automating processes
such as ordering and our reliance on technology means
we are speeding towards the point where non-digital
organisations cease to exist.
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+44 (0)203 925 4120

As a result, all leaders, regardless of their departmental
role or sector, must be digital leaders, with an understanding
of the wider digital world as well as the technical skills
they need to execute their work. The leaders that
successfully delivered the transformation that allowed
businesses to operate near normally during lockdown
are in extremely high demand. They have seen how the
pandemic has redefined “the art of the possible” for
future transformation and change programmes so are
accelerating their plans.
For employers, recruiting, retaining and developing
these leaders must be an important part of talent
management, long-term digital strategy and business
growth plans. Transformation is a never-ending
journey, incorporating the latest innovation and
constantly improving practices and leaders who are
ready to tackle new, and sometimes, unforeseen
challenges head on will be indispensable.

adastrumconsulting.com

Page 13 of 13
11

