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1
The New and Simpler Path to
Digitalize Your Business

You've heard the dire warnings to companies that have yet
to incorporate digital technology into their business.
“Digitize or die” is shorthand for the simple truth that you
cannot compete for long against companies that are using
algorithms and machine learning when you are not. The
other players will be better than you at understanding and
delivering what customers want, better at pricing, better at
widening their margins, and better at generating cash.

The imperative to digitize is clear, yet what we hear in
countless conversations with senior leaders of high-
performing companies around the world is that adopting
digital technology is too expensive, too disruptive, and
takes too long. Some companies have spent tens if not
hundreds of millions of dollars trying to become a so-called
digital business with little to show for it; they are losing
faith that the benefits will ever materialize. Then there are
others who still don't know how to start. Even mounting
evidence that digital technology can take your company to
great heights—as it has for some traditional businesses as
well as start-ups—is often not enough to get a company to
move.

The good news for laggards as well as those who are knee-
deep in costly and frustrating efforts is that the technology
industry itself has crossed the Rubicon. Making your
company digital doesn't have to be a “big bang” that
upends the entire organization at once or is a never-ending
cash drain. It is now faster, cheaper, and easier than ever. It
can be implemented in small pieces, each of which delivers



measurable results that in turn can fund follow-up projects
that are easily linked together.

This is newly possible because in the past few years, a
cottage industry of small vendors has emerged that is
taking advantage of advances in machine learning and
artificial intelligence. Many of these vendors employ people
who are not just technically astute but also have business
savvy. They are highly skilled in providing the precise
applications of ML and Al a client company needs to
address its pain points. What they accomplish is not merely
digitizing the business—meaning converting information
into 1s and Os—but digitalizing the business, meaning
combining relevant data with algorithms designed to
quickly deliver the critical business outcomes the company
needs.

These developments make digitalization eminently doable.
The amount of cash you need to get started is manageable
for almost any company. And if you home in on the right
places to start, the benefits will materialize much sooner
than you think possible.

This new group of vendors—or digital enablers, as we have
come to call them—are not well known, but they have track
records of delivering cutting-edge technology for
companies of all sizes. Even some of the digital giants, such
as Amazon, have used their services. With the help of a
digital enabler, a company can begin its digital journey in
months, not years, at a cost closer to $400,000 than to $4
million, with measurable results in as short a time period as
six months.

We have taken numerous clients on this journey. The
anxious call we received one evening in August 2020, at the
height of the Covid-19 pandemic, from the president of a
large clothing retailer, is one example. The president
explained that his stores in India were completely cut off



from customers when the Indian economy went into
lockdown. That had led to a domino effect—without a
functioning website for e-commerce to replace the lack of
in-store sales, inventory was backing up in stores and
warehouses, crippling suppliers, and strangling revenues.
Even worse, it’s flagship high-growth brand was built on
satisfying customers. Its inability to meet their needs
meant customers might become disillusioned with the
brand.

The next day, Ram contacted three of the best digital
enablers he knew, and in consultation with the president
agreed on one of them. He immediately called that firm's
CEO and, within 72 hours, the vendor and the retailer had
each assembled teams that would work together to plan
and oversee the project. The digital vendor's team of data
scientists, algorithm experts, and other software
technicians flew to India to get their arms around the
problem.

The following week the digital team presented its model for
building a new digital platform to support the company’s
website and e-commerce in India and give its management
easy access to data. Just four weeks later the vendor
conducted a computer simulation of the new system to
prove the concept. Five weeks after that, they had the
system up and running.

The retailer came back to life in India, even as the
pandemic persisted. Sales were unclogged, cash flow
recovered, and the company was energized to plan for the
next steps in creating a fully digitalized business.

This example and others like it give you every reason to be
optimistic. We have seen digital enablers complete projects
of similar scope in a range of businesses—health care,
banking, agriculture, and others—with similarly low costs
and fast tangible returns. We are convinced that for a vast



