
Rediscover Your Digital North Star:  
Navigate Your Digital Strategy Back on Course 

DIGITAL & TECHNOLOGY SERVICES

Digital Transformation is a journey, not a destination. Knowing where you are is 
important to understanding where you need to go. 

Digital transformation involves strategically employing digital technologies to revolutionize business operations, 
add value to the enterprise and improve engagement with stakeholders such as customers and employees. It 
necessitates integrating digital technology into nearly all aspects of a company’s functions, processes and 
overarching strategy. The main goals are to drive innovation, increase efficiency, improve customer experiences 
and quickly adapt to changing market conditions.

Digital transformation is not just a trendy corporate term—it’s a vital necessity and an ongoing quest for better 
utilization of digital resources in business. This concept transcends mere software implementation or task 
automation; it requires a fundamental shift in business operations, strategies and stakeholder engagement. The 
aim is to create a seamless integration of innovation, efficiency and customer focus, allowing the company to 
remain agile in a continuously changing environment. Importantly, it’s not a one-time effort but an ongoing attitude 
of exploration, evaluation and constant adaptation.

At the heart of this concept is the idea of transformation, indicating a deep reworking of essential functions  
and organizational frameworks. Falling behind in the digital sphere often results from a lack of action, poor 
execution or both. This article, however, seeks not to critique but to assist in evaluating and enhancing your 
organization’s digital maturity.

The extent of the transformation needed is directly proportional to the delay in adopting successive digital 
innovations. Missing each successive wave of digital evolution leads to increasing challenges—similar to a 
snowball rolling downhill—accumulating more technical debt that must be strategically addressed. Organizations 
that have not evolved or have taken shortcuts accumulate a backlog of outdated systems and practices, making 
“digital transformation” a term of ongoing significance.

Understanding these aspects helps companies prepare for the complexities of large-scale digital transformation 
and align more effectively with their strategic long-term objectives. This framework is beneficial for organizations 
aiming for fundamental changes or continuous digital innovation.
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2010s

Late 2010s Through Covid

Customer Intermediation Wave:  What Does FAANG Have That I Don’t Have?
In the 2010s, the digital transformation landscape evolved further with the rise of tech giants Facebook, 
Apple, Amazon, Netflix and Google, collectively referred to as FAANG. These companies not only 
harnessed digital technologies but also fundamentally altered the operating model of business through the 
hub, platform and ecosystem economies. 

FAANG companies leveraged mobile technologies, cloud computing, data analytics and robust digital 
platforms to create ecosystems that seamlessly integrated various services, products and user 
experiences. They didn’t merely provide products and services — they established platforms where 
customers could access a wide variety of offerings, all within a unified digital environment.

For example, Amazon transitioned from being an online bookseller to an expansive e-commerce platform 
that offers everything from groceries to streaming services. Facebook developed an ecosystem where 
users could not only connect with friends but also engage with businesses and services. Netflix 
transformed the entertainment industry by delivering content directly to consumers through its platform.

Going Digital Native: Transforming Operating Models to be More Digital First
As the 2010s ended, the need to shift operating models to be more digital-first became increasingly 
evident. Companies realized that to fend off disruption from digital-native companies like FAANG and 
recapture lost market share and margin, they had to prioritize digital transformation. This wave marked a 
critical inflection point where businesses sought to evolve from legacy models and embrace digital 
technologies at their core. The imperative was not solely driven by COVID-19, which acted as an 
accelerator, but also by the broader digital disruption landscape.

The COVID-19 pandemic turbocharged the need to transact digitally and operate almost entirely virtually. 
Overnight, businesses were compelled to employ digital tools for internal collaboration and remote 
management of employees. Even more critical was the urgent requirement to open or expand digital sales 
channels and work in collaboration with suppliers and partners through digital mediums. The emergency 
transition led to a hurried meshing of systems and technologies, often without consideration of their 
long-term sustainability.

Late 1990s/early 2000s
e-commerce Wave: Quick, we need a website!
The concept of digital transformation gained significant momentum in the late 1990s and early 2000s with 
the widespread adoption of the internet and the emergence of e-commerce and digital native businesses. 

During this period, many businesses recognized the potential of digital technologies to enhance their 
operations, improve efficiency and create new opportunities. Companies started investing in e-commerce 
solutions, online platforms and digital infrastructure to streamline processes, reach a broader customer 
base and stay competitive.

I.  The Four Waves of Digital Disruption
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Harnessing AI to Leapfrog Digital Debt and Create Rapid Value
As we transition from the aftermath of the pandemic, digital transformation has once again ascended as a 
paramount focus for businesses across various sectors. This resurgence is propelled by the necessity for 
enhanced operational efficiency and the expectation of secure, personalized experiences achieved through 
advanced technologies such as automation, blockchain, and artificial intelligence. Organizations are 
revisiting the makeshift solutions implemented during the pandemic, seeking to fortify their digital 
infrastructure and refine their operational blueprints. The temporary band-aids from the pandemic era are 
now deemed insufficient, igniting the pursuit for a digitally streamlined operation.

We are currently witnessing an unparalleled digital surge: the AI Renaissance. This epoch signifies a critical 
juncture where artificial intelligence becomes the linchpin of the digital evolution. Whereas prior phases 
centered on digitizing operations and elevating customer interactions using existing SaaS platforms, the 
current AI-driven wave boasts a rapid realization of benefits. It offers versatile solutions to diverse business 
hurdles and ensures a considerably lower threshold for adoption, all while harmonizing with pre-existing 
tech infrastructure.

AI-driven transformations transcend traditional automation boundaries. They equip organizations to fully 
harness the burgeoning volume of data, enabling real-time trend analysis and outcome predictions. They 
facilitate the identification of patterns across multifaceted data sets, spanning numbers, text, visuals, sound, 
and more, and pave the way for the generation of novel content and insights. This unparalleled capability is 
prompting businesses to reevaluate their digital bases and strategies. By capitalizing on AI, businesses can 
not only refine existing systems but also radically rethink human work dynamics and unveil untapped 
business prospects and revenue avenues.

II.  Common Red Flags that Your Company has Fallen Behind Digitally

The extent of your delay in adapting to these digital waves directly correlates with how far you 
are from the forefront of technology, operational excellence, and customer experience 
underscoring the need for a comprehensive digital transformation to close this gap. Look out 
for the following warning signs:

Are you spending more than desired to support your existing business model?

Are you heavily dependent on third parties for ordering and/or fulfillment?

Do your partners know your customers better than you do?

Does your workforce possess a sufficient cloud, software engineering, data engineering, data science, and 
product design skills?

Is it unclear who is accountable for the digital business (as a standalone entity, channel, or full enterprise 
execution)?

Is there an absence of clear KPIs and SLAs to measure performance and customer treatment and guide 
decision-making?

Are you primarily using a traditional operating model (people, processes, technology, and structure) to run 
your business, or have you transitioned to digital methodologies throughout your organization, such as agile 
frameworks, product-centric approaches, and test-and-learn strategies?

If you answered “yes” to any of the above points, your digital maturity may be below average.

2020s and the AI Renaissance
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What Are the Underlying Reasons Companies Fail to Catch These 
Digital Waves?

During the early stages of digital transformation, companies often encounter various stumbling blocks due to 
inexperience and an inadequate understanding of the challenges involved. Some of these missteps include:

Strategy Ambiguity: Many organizations plunge headlong into digital transformation without a well-defined 
strategy. They fail to align their digital initiatives with broader business objectives and lack a clear roadmap for 
implementation. This hasty approach leads to fragmented and disjointed digital efforts that fail to yield the 
desired results.

Resisting Change: Digital transformation requires substantial changes in processes, systems and corporate 
culture. Companies that resist these changes or fail to cultivate a culture of innovation and adaptability 
encounter obstacles in implementing digital initiatives. Employees often resist new technologies due to a lack of 
skills, and leadership teams usually hesitate to invest in the necessary resources and training.

Neglecting Customer-Centricity: Some organizations become overly fixated on the technical aspects of 
digital transformation, neglecting the critical dimension of customer experience. They struggle to grasp their 
customers’ evolving needs and preferences, resulting in digital solutions that lack value or fail to engage users. 
Successful digital transformation requires a customer-centric approach that prioritizes user experience, 
personalization and seamless interactions across multiple channels.

Data Management and Security Shortcomings: As companies embrace digital technologies, they amass 
vast volumes of data. However, many struggle with effective data management and security. Challenges like 
data silos, poor data quality and inadequate security measures are pervasive. Without robust data 
management practices and rigorous security protocols, organizations risk compromising sensitive information 
and hinder their data-driven decision-making capabilities.

Over-reliance on Vendors and Technology Hype:  
Some businesses lean too heavily on technology vendors and the allure of emerging technologies without a 
comprehensive understanding of their specific business needs. They invest in trendy technologies or platforms 
without considering the long-term viability or integration challenges. This over-reliance on vendors and 
technology hype results in costly implementations that often fail to align with the company’s goals or deliver 
anticipated results.

Talent and Skills Deficits: Successful digital transformation requires diverse skills, including data analytics, 
cybersecurity, user experience design and agile project management. Many companies either lack the 
necessary talent or have failed to up-skill their existing workforce to meet the demands of digital transformation. 
This talent gap poses a significant barrier to the effective implementation and adoption of digital initiatives.
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III.  Changing Your Trajectory

It’s not too late to reset your goals and change the trajectory of your digital transformation journey. Drawing 
from our experience working with both digital transformation leaders and laggards, successful organizations 
tend to excel in the following areas:

Ambition: A strategic plan and execution roadmap that integrates technology, people 
and business processes to deliver long-term customer value and increase profitable 
revenue in a digital-first economy. 

Channels: A digital omnichannel experience that combines online and offline touch-
points, maintains consistent branding and utilizes unified data analytics for a seamless 
and personalized customer experience.

Operations: A digital operating model that mobilizes people, processes and 
technology in an adaptive and scalable way, incorporating agility, data intelligence 
and automation.

Technology: A technology platform and IT support team capable of adapting to new 
business needs efficiently, with a focus on AI-powered solutions. 

Data and Analytics: A data management capability that integrates data across 
operational systems, supports diverse data types, ensures security and enables 
real-time insights for decision-making across business functions, with an emphasis on 
AI-powered analytics. 
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The corporate world has been undergoing a digital transformation for over three decades. 
Those visionary companies that embraced digital early on or were born as digital natives 
have rightfully become industry leaders in our global economic history. However, for 
companies that lagged behind in adapting to the changing digital landscape, the gap  
has likely widened, making it imperative for them to embark on a comprehensive 
transformation journey. Identify your location on the digital maturity curve, and start to plot 
a course for success.

If you would like to gauge where your company is on that 
digital transformation path, click on the link and take a 
quick 5 minute survey.
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Companies, investors and government entities around the world turn to Alvarez & Marsal (A&M) for leadership, 
action and results. Privately held since its founding in 1983, A&M is a leading global professional services firm 
that provides advisory, business performance improvement and turnaround management services. When 
conventional approaches are not enough to create transformation and drive change, clients seek our deep 
expertise and ability to deliver practical solutions to their unique problems.
 
With over 8,500 people providing services across six continents, we deliver tangible results for corporates, boards, 
private equity firms, law firms and government agencies facing complex challenges. Our senior leaders, and their 
teams, leverage A&M’s restructuring heritage to help companies act decisively, catapult growth and accelerate 
results. We are experienced operators, world-class consultants, former regulators and industry authorities with 
a shared commitment to telling clients what’s really needed for turning change into a strategic business asset, 
managing risk and unlocking value at every stage of growth.
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