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01The Landscape
Digital technologies are transforming business at a rapid pace and opening new ways of identifying, 
approaching, and interacting with consumers. Less visibly, but equally important, digitization enables 
companies to run their businesses more nimbly, efficiently, and strategically. 

All the tools that allow companies to communicate with their customers more-easily permit more rapid 
and frequent communication with suppliers, stakeholders, and partners.

39% of CEOs have placed digital transformation as the 
top priority for their CIOs (CIO, 2020).

67% of CIOs said creating new revenue-generating 
initiatives is among their job responsibilities (CIO, 2020).

And it appears that digital change is accelerating. Rapid obsolescence and frequent product updates raise 
the digital stakes — the need to stay current not only with changing technologies, but with how consumers 
want to use those technologies to satisfy their life needs and how suppliers/partners are using them to 
manage their businesses. 

According to a 2020 global CIO survey, in the Americas 
41% of respondents expect the pace of change in digital 
transformation to increase significantly, in comparison to 
62% of European respondents and 57% of Asian-Pacific 
respondents who believe that it will be the case.

https://www.statista.com/statistics/1106132/change-digital-transformation-pace-by-region/

02Talent Implications 
Many organizations are assessing the impact of these trends on how they identify and manage talent; and 
on the talent capabilities they need to buy/build to succeed in the future. These efforts raise significant 
questions, such as:

	� Is there such a thing as a “digital” leader that can be distinguished from other leaders?

	� Does “digital leadership” need to reside in a specific part of the organization or be infused throughout?

	� How does “digital” get accomplished in the matrix of the organization? What are the operating rules?

	� Once it is defined, what are the best approaches to assess digital leadership?
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03Defining Digital Leadership 
There appears to be no firm definition of digital leadership. Our discussions with clients suggest it is a 
concept that relates to digital technology and must be shaped  to align with the strategic focus of the 
business. To this end, the following questions are relevant:

	� Is our industry/company a producer or consumer of digital technologies? Or are we a hybrid?

	� What/who is the focus of our digital efforts? Who is at the core of our mission statement?

	� Is “digital” a cultural imperative we need to drive, or a knowledge set that we need to master?

The answers to these questions will likely determine whether a company takes a functional or an 
enterprise approach to define digital leadership and thus has implications for how digital leadership 
should be assesed.

We offer two examples of clients for whom we have helped 
shape their definition of “digital leader” and provide 
examples of how we then created assessments to measure 
the level of “digital leadership” in these organizations.

Fortune® 50 fast-moving consumer goods 
company: a functional definition
In this organization, “customers” are the retailers who sell their products, not end-user 
consumers. Because they are not consumer-centric, “digital” is primarily embedded 
within functions, which play specific roles with the company’s customers. The key 
question becomes, How does a digital capability help facilitate that relationship? Note that 
this functional approach to digital leadership assumes that digital technologies (and 
thus coordination and alignment) occur within, and not across, functions.

The implications/questions that each function had to wrestle with to define “digital 
leadership” are below:

	� Procurement: How can digital technologies be leveraged to streamline 
procurement processes? How can we leverage electronic markets to expand          
the company’s strategic purchasing position?

	� Sales, Supply Chain: What digital interfaces with retailers are needed to manage 
product and information flows? How can digitization improve planning and 
coordination with customers?

	� Marketing: Dual focus on customers and consumers. For customers: How to 
leverage and coordinate with retailer-driven technologies (e.g., electronic in-store 
displays). For consumers: How can we best implement digital marketing and  
recognize the implications of ecommerce/delivery of products on packaging and 
portion sizes?
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An Example of a Functional Approach to 
Assessing “Digital Leadership”

SOCIAL PLATFORMS AFFILIATES

Faceblock Innergrade Clapchat Amazoom Mumbaba

Cost per Click $.37 $.73 $.31 $1.20 $.45

Landing-Page 
Conversion Rate 2.5% 2.4% .2% 11.4% 6.4%

Landing-Page Creative

General Marathon / 
Running

Shaking hands 
and smiles

Water soaking 
people

People with 
groceries and 

kids

Old and young 
people drinking 

Breeze

Headline With you for the 
long run

Put your trust in 
Breeze

“Refreshed” 
never felt this 

good

Save for what 
you really need

Taste it like the 
first time

Payoff
Celebrating 75 

years serving you 
Breeze

Breeze has 
unparalleled 

quality and taste

Breeze refreshes 
you when you 

need it

Breeze costs less 
than comparable 

brands

Breeze tastes 
great from the 
first sip to the 

last

Figure 1 shows the results from a digital campaign and includes key 
performance indicators (KPIs) across the top three social platforms and 
top two affiliates.

Based on the chart, which of the following is the MOST appropriate 
conclusion?

	� It is easiest to reach marathon runners on social platforms.

	� Clapchat is the most cost-effective platform for reaching 
consumers.

	� The best return comes from marketing Breeze through 
Mumbaba.

FIGURE 1

Digital marketing decidedly increases the venues by which consumers interact with products, as well as 
the ways they can be influenced. This requires utilizing and analyzing a broader set of variables than ever, 
and challenges the marketing function to build stronger digital capabilities. An example of an item used to 
assess digital marketing concepts is below.
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Fortune 50 retailer: an enterprise approach to 
digital leadership
As is the case for the industry overall, this client is transitioning from a traditional brick 
and mortar retailer to a hybrid model of customer engagement. At this company, 
“digital leadership” resides at the enterprise level due to two driving forces: the desire 
for customers to have a seamless buying experience regardless of their choice of buying 
modality (including using multiple modalities); and the increasingly integrated and 
shared operations built into digital platforms (sales, logistics, marketing).

Given the centrality of the customer experience and that multiple customers and 
vendors want to interact with the organization, digital is core. “Digital leadership” here 
addressed the following questions:

	� How can digital discoveries be shared quickly across the enterprise’s platforms 
and businesses?

	� What changes need to be propagated throughout the system if a digital change in 
one aspect occurs?

	� How can digital technologies be leveraged to promote rapid decision making and 
nimble action?

An Example of an Enterprise Approach to 
Assessing “Digital Leadership”

The Long and Bumpy Road Ahead for Agremento

James Cooper, Westfield & Associates

Today, countries throughout the region announced the signing of the Agremento trade agreement. We can 
expect to hear no shortage of buzz over the coming weeks about the implications for businesses who operate 
in the region. For decades, doing business in this region has been an almost insurmountable challenge for 
many firms due to logistical difficulties and an overbearing regulatory environment. Agremento contains 
many laudable provisions, such as dramatically reducing tariffs between participating nations and eliminating 
barriers to the transport of agricultural products. However, at this time, the agreement does little to address 
key factors which have caused businesses to struggle in the region.

Countries in the Agremento Trade Agreement

How much impact will the Agremento trade agreement 
have on the company’s digital strategy in the region?

	� Very-Large Impact. The agreement fundamentally 
impacts how the company operates digitally in 
the region.  

	� Large Impact. The agreement impacts major 
components of the company’s digital strategy and 
new approaches will need to be developed.

	� Moderate Impact. The agreement will influence 
some aspects of the company’s digital strategy, 
but most infrastructure and tactics will remain 
the same.

	� Low Impact. The terms of the agreement will not 
impact the company’s digital strategy in the region.
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04Implications for Leadership 
In some respects, the introduction of digital technologies does not change what leaders have to do 
or consider. For instance, even though they may be done via digital channels, introducing digital likely 
does not create a demand for “digital leadership” that is distinct from other models of leadership with 
respect to:

	� Engaging and Inspiring people

	� Driving Change

	� Aligning the Organization

Yet, for other competencies, digital leadership appears to demand a mindset that requires a “digital lens.” 
That is, a willingness to apply a capability to the topic area of digital. Some examples are:

	� Curiosity

	� Strategic Thinking  

	� Execution

For many organizations, the need to drive digital leadership at the enterprise or functional level may 
increase the importance of several competencies, such as:

	� Collaboration

	� Networking

	� Enterprise or External Perspective
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05Where to Start? 
For organizations that are going through a digital transformation, a critical question to answer is “where to 
start?” This is an important question that leadership must answer to create intentional, measurable, and 
accountable change in talent and business outcomes.  

This question kicks off a series of steps that can help you chart your move to digitalization and it all starts 
with defining the objective – setting a clear goal. This is followed by understanding the success profiles 
needed for talent to execute the plan to give you measurable targets. 

This is where assessments become critical. Whether it is competencies, traits, skills, or knowledge sets – an 
overlay of your current talent pool compared to the future-success profiles creates a powerful data set. 
This baseline of strengths and opportunities is extremely important to drive digital change, collect data, 
and inform communications and development planning.

06Summary 
It is important to identify what “digital” means to your organization. It can be a mindset that informs the 
thinking and expands the perspectives of the entire organization, or a capability that can be applied to 
drive functional outcomes. Resolving this clarifies the competencies that will be affected and lends focus to 
the assessment process so you can drive change and track progress. These steps sharpen the ability of the 
company to take advantage of digital opportunities and support digital transformation. 
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From Principles to Process

Define the New 
Organization

Define Profile Needed 
to Execute Business/

Cultural Priorities

Identify Assessment 
Population

Develop Process to 
Assess Against the 

Defined Profile

Communicate Process 
to Organization

Assess / Evaluate 
Current Employees

Conduct Assessment 
Panel to Review Results 

and Make Placement 
Decisions

Communicate Results 
to Employees Document Process
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