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How to lead digital transformation with total confidence

Lack of executive confidence is 
holding back digital transformation
2020 has highlighted the need for digital transformation around the world and in 
every sector.

Companies that had invested in IT infrastructure were able to keep working 
when their countries went into lockdown. Companies that hadn’t were left 
scrambling.

Mandatory remote work has proven that digital transformation has very real 
business benefits. It isn’t a load of buzzwords and IT fads. Companies that hadn’t 
invested in it in the past are almost certainly doing so right now.

However, our research has found that despite seeing the need for digital 
transformation, leaders aren’t confident they can make it happen:

	32% said they don’t feel confident about their ability to lead digital    
 transformation projects, compared to 21% that said they do

	38% said their business wasn’t ready to embrace it, compared to 26% that  
 said it was

	35% said their business model wasn’t ready, compared to 28% that felt it was

So how can non-technical leaders take ownership of digital transformation and 
drive it forward? 

In this guide, we’ll share tips and advice that will help any leader make digital 
transformation happen in their organisation.
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What is digital transformation?

Marketing & sales
	Marketing messages are distributed at scale using digital channels

	Technology is used to generate and prequalify sales 

	Customer data is gathered and analysed to improve performance

HR
	Regular online surveys monitor engagement

	Employees are encouraged to work flexibly or remotely

	Digital platforms are used to find the best global talent

Customer service
	Customer service request are automated where possible

	Customer data is securely stored 

	Metrics like NPS are measured and tracked over time
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Operations & facilities
	Smart office devices provide real-time feedback on office usage

	Lighting and heating is automated to improve efficiency

	Usage of meeting rooms, devices and office space is monitored and optimised

Finance
	Routine invoicing and payment processing is automated

	Financial performance is analysed and optimised

	Data science is used to provide more accurate forecasting

Leadership
	Base their decisions on verifiable data

	Delegate tasks using digital platforms

	Encourage the organisation to embrace transformation
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How to lead digital transformation 
without being an IT expert

1. Make innovation a priority
Be the person who is driving change forward. Challenge assumptions and look 
for ways to be proactive.

2. Get everyone involved
You need to dispel the myth that this is an IT project. It’s not. It’s a business project 
and everyone needs to get involved.

3. Trust your teams
Be open to a completely different way of thinking. Foster a collaborative working 
environment and give staff the confidence to innovate and offer new ideas.

4. Hire the right attitude
Skillsets date quickly. Hire flexible and proactive people. Their willingness to learn 
and adapt to a changing environment is the future of your business.

5. Learn to let go
Don’t get involved in operational detail - focus your time on strategic thinking. 
Give teams the support and freedom to explore different options themselves. 

6. Take the long view
Avoid focusing on short-term goals or targets. Doing this can make staff more 
risk-averse and stifle long-term projects that offer great potential.

7. Set clear objectives
Provide direction with strong and consistent messages. Set the agenda that 
digital transformation is about creating value for your and driving growth.
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“How confident do you feel 
in your ability to lead digital 
transformation projects?”

	Very - 22%

	OK - 21%

	Not very - 32%

	Unsure - 25%
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Is your business model ready for 
digital transformation?
Our research found that 35% of leaders feel that their business model isn’t ready 
for digital transformation. 

Is your business model ready?

Watch our talk with Glen Daley to find out how to conduct a Business Model 
Audit.

WATCH NOW

Check out our full range of webinars

LEARN MORE
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Shifting your company culture
The digital in ‘digital transformation’ can give people the idea that it’s about 
technology. But it’s not. 

It’s about people.

If your people aren’t able or willing to embrace change and new ways of doing 
things, your efforts are likely to grind to a halt.

Our research has found that 39% of leaders said that their organisation isn’t ready 
or able to embrace digital transformation. 

So what can leaders do to encourage a more future-facing culture?
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“Is your company able or ready to fully embrace digital transformation?”

	Very - 27%

	OK - 17%

	Not very - 39%

	Unsure - 18%
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Five warning signs that your culture 
is holding you back
Problem 
Your leaders are being pushed to their limit.

Solution 
Ensure that each leader and their team are focusing their efforts on the key 
things that need to be achieved this quarter.

Problem 
Your staff are playing the blame game.

Solution 
Make sure that staff are able to give and receive honest feedback at regular 
intervals throughout the year.

Problem 
Your staff don’t like change.

Solution 
Show how change and innovation benefits your employees and the business 
by regularly sharing stories and success from within your organisation with 
team members.

Problem 
Your office is a hub of misinformation and siloes.

Solution 
Establish a communication rhythm that will ensure all information flows both up 
and down the organisation accurately and quickly.

Problem 
Your teams do not work well with each other.

Solution 
Make sure every facet of the organisation has clear goals and objectives that will 
ensure alignment between departments.
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How to encourage staff to embrace digital transformation

Explain ‘why’ you’re doing this on a regular basis 
Helping your people to understand the reasons for change will help them to 
see why it’s happening and how they can help. Starting with ‘why’ can also 
encourage a dialogue which will help them feel more invested in the process. 

Try to tie your reasons back to your core values as opposed to your financials and 
remember to communicate why you’re doing this and how it’s going at regular 
intervals. Consistent messages delivered frequently is a core part of any change 
management process.

Gather feedback from your people 
Digital transformation may be new and unfamiliar, but it can also make our lives 
a lot easier. The best way to identify areas where technology can streamline and 
improve our working lives is to ask your staff for feedback. 

This also helps your people feel like they’re a key part of the process as opposed 
to having change forced upon them.

Encourage experimentation and adoption 
One of the reasons that staff resist change is because they’re worried about their 
performance. New processes and technology can take a while to get used to, 
which can reduce productivity in the short-term. Some staff may also be worried 
about their ability to learn or adapt.

Reassure your staff that experimentation and adoption of new technologies and 
processes is encouraged and that management are aware that things might take 
a while to get used to. 

It’s also a good idea to make training and support available to all staff who need 
it. You may even want to incentivise the adoption of new ways of working.
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Explain what won’t change 
Digital transformation might change how you work, but it shouldn’t change your core 
values as a business. It’s worth reminding your staff that you’re still going to be the same 
business next year as you were last year and that you still value your people as much as 
you do right now. 

Regularly share success stories 
The digital transformation process can take years. It’s your job as leaders to keep people 
invested in the process and excited about its outcomes.

A great way to do this is to regularly share success stories with your staff. Examples of 
people or teams that have embraced change and are now enjoying the benefits will 
remind people why you’re doing this and how it’s going to help.

Try to focus on real-world benefits that relate to your values as opposed to financial 
performance. A few great examples are:

	People being able to leave work earlier than they used to

	People being able to work from home or on the move

	Less repetitive or boring work
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How to lead remotely
A lot of the things we expect leaders to do and qualities we expect them to have 
are traits best exhibited in-person. 

So how can leaders inspire and connect with people when working remotely?

Reconnect with your best qualities 
Many leaders are exhausted. That’s because they’re leading remotely in a way that 
neglects their key motivators. Of course, putting your team first is fine, but it’s also 
crucial not to forget about your needs. 

For example:

	If you lead best by nurturing individual team members, arrange a one-to-one

	If you lead best by inspiring people in a large setting, arrange a group call

	If you lead best by being analytical, create different scenario plans for the future

By reflecting on what made you a successful leader to begin with, you’ll be able to 
regain control. You’ll also be able to cull the tasks that drain you and replace them 
with ones you find productive.
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“How comfortable do you feel leading your 
organisation remotely?”

	Very - 30%

	OK - 25%

	Not very - 28%

	Unsure - 17%
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How to lead remotely

Invest in trust 
Trust is crucial to remote management. To invest in it, continue listening to the 
people that follow you and remember that no one size fits all. Cater to individual 
needs, whether that’s giving employees a virtual arm around the shoulder or rope 
to be autonomous. 

Create hope 
Hope is one of the most important factors in moving you away from crisis 
management and towards strategic tasks. This could include assessing new market 
opportunities, or learning more about emerging trends in your field.

Choose your influences carefully 
Drawing on positive influences is crucial in a crisis. But this requires more than 
transplanting the most liked social media anecdotes into your business. 

You have to view success stories critically to decide which ideas are and aren’t 
applicable to you. So, ensure that you speak with peers who understand your 
challenges. 

These people will provide you with unsanitised advice that cuts through the noise. 
Then, you’ll be able to chart an authentic route for your business.

Don’t forget about your team on furlough 
One of the key challenges of managing remote employees is making your 
furloughed teammates matter. After all, they are your ticket back to normality. Down 
the line, you will reap the benefits of keeping them engaged and involved in the 
business. 

Though they can’t perform their roles, you can include them in team meetings 
and keep them in the loop via one-to-ones. This is especially important for team 
members who are upset about furlough.
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How to lead remotely

Quick tips for inspiring staff over Zoom

	Prepare the environment and the shot

	Do a few takes with no one watching to get comfortable

	Don’t sit in front of a window because you’ll become a silhouette

	Try not to lean into the shot, just sit upright in the centre of your seat with the  
 camera at eye level

	Dial up your gestures and expressions

	Keep your messages focused and to the point, it’s easy for people to lose attention
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Digital transformation requires 
strong leadership
Digital transformation encourages networked, decentralised ways of working. 
But the process needs to be led from the top-down. 

It requires clear communication, listening and a strong sense of purpose and 
direction. Digital transformation puts leadership to the test.

The good news is that the rewards for organisations that make it through 
the digital transformation process are massive, including a better customer 
experience, better staff engagement, increased productivity and few repetitive 
tasks.

If you want to book a free consultation with a Vistage chair to discuss your 
transformation project, feel free to get in touch.
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Vistage offers a unique combination of resources 
for accelerating business performance: monthly 
meetings with non-competitive business 
peers and Vistage Chairs; one-to-one executive 
coaching & mentoring sessions; expert speakers 
and interactive workshops; a rich online library 
of content, best practices, webinars, and more. 
Access to a global member network of more than 
22,000 business leaders.

To apply for a Vistage Chair role, contact us via 
https://vistage.co.uk/chair/apply, or call us on 
+44 (0)1489 770 200.

About Vistage UK


