
The case for digital transformation 
Why change? 
 
After all, things are fine. Not perfect, of course. There’s room for improvement. But you’re 
making steady progress. The word digital appears in your organisation’s strategy several 
times.  
 
Even so, something is not quite right. The organisation always seems to be in the middle of 
one exhausting ‘change programme’ or another, yet nothing actually seems to change.  
 
And perhaps you’ve even suffered a cyber attack or major IT failure. An expensive 
technology programme or policy initiative is heading for the rocks, with everyone on board 
seemingly powerless to do anything but shake their heads ruefully. The organisation is 
sitting on lots of data but can’t do anything useful with it. Your employees are complaining 
that it takes their computers 20 minutes to start up in the morning, like an old car in winter. 
Your competitors seem to be pulling away from you. The burning platform that spurs your 
workplace into action may not have drawn into clear view just yet, but as the science fiction 
writer William Gibson said, “the future is already here — it's just not evenly distributed.”  
 
The prize 
 
In 2011, the UK set up a small team in the centre of government called the Government 
Digital Service, with the responsibility for digitally transforming public services.  
 
The UK government was spending at least £16 billion on IT. Four fifths of that money was 
being paid to just 11 large suppliers.  Professor Helen Margetts, Director of the Oxford 1

Internet Institute, told a parliamentary inquiry that "the concentration of the market in the 
UK...with a small number of suppliers getting the bulk of the contracts," was one of the 
features that contributed to successive governments' poor performance in IT.  Central 2

government departments were maintaining over 2,000 separate websites, without a single 
consistent design element shared between them. Online scammers and tricksters revelled in 
the confusion, creating sites that looked enough like government to con people out of their 
money. 

1 National Audit Office, Information and Communications Technology in government: Landscape 
review, para 2.8. 
2 https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201012/cmselect/cmpubadm/715/71507.htm#n48 



 
Few people wanted to do their business with the government online, put off by the poor 
design and incomprehensible jargon. It was still easier and quicker for them to pick up the 
phone or post a form. The UK scored 10th place on the United Nations’ e-Government 
ranking;  not exactly terrible, but hardly a source of pride for a country that counts the father 3

of the web, Sir Tim Berners-Lee, among its citizens. In the midst of this, the country was 
emerging from the biggest recession since before the second world war,  led by its first 4

coalition government in 65 years. 
 
The UK’s situation at the time was, and is, fairly typical. The US Federal government, for 
purposes of comparison, invests more than $80 billion a year in IT - a figure exceeding the 
projected Gross Domestic Product (GDP) of nearly two-thirds of the world’s nations.  5

According to the Government Accountability Office, “these investments frequently fail, incur 
cost overruns and schedule slippages, or contribute little to mission-related outcomes.” As of 
May 2015, a quarter of the government's 738 major investments—totalling $8.7 billion—were 
in need of management attention due to their risk.  Big bills aren’t common just in 6

government. Gartner estimated worldwide IT spending at a truly eye-watering $3.41 trillion in 
2016.   7

 
Four years after GDS was set up, the UK government announced that it had saved over £4 
billion from its IT bills. A new marketplace to supply digital expertise enabled more than 
1,200 small and medium-sized enterprises to provide services to government, half of them 
for the first time.  GOV.UK had become the single website for all citizens and businesses 8

accessing public services online, with hundreds of old government websites shut down. New 
digital services - such as for paying car tax or registering to vote - had digital take-up rates of 
over 90%, in a country where over nine million people still weren’t online. The government 
had won national awards for the quality of its writing and design. Open data was published 
on nearly 800 government services, handling over 3 billion transactions per year. The UK 
topped the UN e-Government rankings. In less than a full parliamentary term, the country 
had gone from also-ran to leading the pack.  
 

3 https://publicadministration.un.org/egovkb/en-us/Reports/UN-E-Government-Survey-2008 
4 Quarterly National Accounts - National accounts aggregates, Office for National Statistics. 2013. 
5 International Monetary Fund World Economic Outlook (April - 2017) 
6 http://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-15-675T 
7 https://www.gartner.com/newsroom/id/3368517 
8 
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/digital-marketplace-transforming-how-small-businesses-sell-ser
vices-to-government 

http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/datasets-and-tables/data-selector.html?cdid=ABMI&dataset=qna&table-id=A2
http://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/weo/2017/01/weodata/weorept.aspx?pr.x=72&pr.y=11&sy=2017&ey=2022&ssd=1&sort=country&ds=.&br=1&c=512%2C672%2C914%2C946%2C612%2C137%2C614%2C546%2C311%2C962%2C213%2C674%2C911%2C676%2C193%2C548%2C122%2C556%2C912%2C678%2C313%2C181%2C419%2C867%2C513%2C682%2C316%2C684%2C913%2C273%2C124%2C868%2C339%2C921%2C638%2C948%2C514%2C943%2C218%2C686%2C963%2C688%2C616%2C518%2C223%2C728%2C516%2C836%2C918%2C558%2C748%2C138%2C618%2C196%2C624%2C278%2C522%2C692%2C622%2C694%2C156%2C142%2C626%2C449%2C628%2C564%2C228%2C565%2C924%2C283%2C233%2C853%2C632%2C288%2C636%2C293%2C634%2C566%2C238%2C964%2C662%2C182%2C960%2C359%2C423%2C453%2C935%2C968%2C128%2C922%2C611%2C714%2C321%2C862%2C243%2C135%2C248%2C716%2C469%2C456%2C253%2C722%2C642%2C942%2C643%2C718%2C939%2C724%2C644%2C576%2C819%2C936%2C172%2C961%2C132%2C813%2C646%2C199%2C648%2C733%2C915%2C184%2C134%2C524%2C652%2C361%2C174%2C362%2C328%2C364%2C258%2C732%2C656%2C366%2C654%2C734%2C336%2C144%2C263%2C146%2C268%2C463%2C532%2C528%2C944%2C923%2C176%2C738%2C534%2C578%2C536%2C537%2C429%2C742%2C433%2C866%2C178%2C369%2C436%2C744%2C136%2C186%2C343%2C925%2C158%2C869%2C439%2C746%2C916%2C926%2C664%2C466%2C826%2C112%2C542%2C111%2C967%2C298%2C443%2C927%2C917%2C846%2C544%2C299%2C941%2C582%2C446%2C474%2C666%2C754%2C668%2C698&s=NGDPD%2CPPPGDP&grp=0&a=


The stories of GDS and other governments who have truly embraced digital transformation 
illustrate the benefits of change. Digital transformation saves money - lots of money. It opens 
up markets and helps industries form and grow. It brings clarity and beauty to a jumbled 
mess. It delivers rewards, applause and validation. But far more important than all of those 
things, it makes things simpler, cheaper and faster for citizens, businesses and users.  
 
For governments, it is a lever to change the relationship between citizen and the state for the 
better. This is the real prize: a vast improvement in the efficacy of the state and a resultant 
upsurge in democratic engagement. For businesses, it unlocks that most precious and 
fragile of commodities - a positive relationship with customers based on trust and reputation.  
 
Outrunning the snail 
 
While that prize sounds appealing, there is always the temptation to say one is too busy. Of 
course you’ll get round to it at some point, but at this very moment, there is no time to focus 
on digital change. The in-tray is full of urgent crises. You have to place sticking plasters on 
those first. There will be time to step back later.  
 
This reasoning is powerful, but false. In any big organisation, and certainly any government, 
there is always an in-tray full of urgent crises. There is never a point where a senior political 
figure can kick her feet up on the desk and say, ‘you know, I’ve got a pretty clear day. Why 
don’t we finally take a proper look at this?’ In the fog of tactical fixes, the accumulated 
strategic debt from choosing not to change your grand old organisation slowly grows.  
 
There is a lot of hype about how the pace of technological change is leaving businesses and 
governments behind. It has become received wisdom that the failure of legacy companies to 
survive the Internet era is a result of them not being fast enough in responding to such 
giddying change. This is generally nonsense. Tom Coates, an Internet pioneer who worked 
at the BBC, called this out in a blogpost written in 2006. Writing of media companies terrified 
by the hardly novel insight that broadband might end up killing traditional TV, he compares 
them to being pursued by a giant snail. It’s not a fast mover, yet they cannot get away. ‘The 
snail! The snail!’, they cry. ‘How can we possibly escape?’. As Coates points out, “the 
problem being that the snail’s been moving closer for the last twenty years one way or 
another and they just weren’t paying attention.”  Many large organisations have watched the 
Internet approach their sector and refused to adapt their operational model in order to 
survive. 
 



Governments are shielded from most of the competitive pressures that are forcing industries 
like retail, media, banking and insurance to transform themselves or be run over by the snail. 
However, incompetent administrations lose elections. There comes a point in every 
government’s tenure where the distance between rhetoric and reality becomes too great. 
This motive force of staying in power provides politicians with a strong incentive to want the 
system they are piloting to work. Ministers want to feel confident that the levers they pull are 
connected to something. All too often, they realise too late that they are broken.  
 
Politically neutral government officials lack the same survival imperative. That does not 
mean that they are therefore naturally attuned to delay politicians. Officials are not the 
opposite side of the coin from their ministers; they are playing a different game. They are 
also human beings, and the vast majority clearly want to do a good job. Lots are desperate 
for change.  
 
Many people are already doing their best in fact, but the system they are in thwarts them. 
Kevin Kelly cited the phrase "Institutions will try to preserve the problem to which they are 
the solution," and called it the "Shirky Principle", based on the work of Clay Shirky, an expert 
on institutions and how they behave.  Bureaucracies will also, as UK official Stephen Gill put 9

it, tend to ‘resolve ambiguity in favour of continuity.’ It is therefore inconceivable to them that 
anyone could even think about putting them out of business without their say-so. This 
attitude does not sit comfortably with committing to painful and uncertain change. 
 
In many developing nations, where public institutions are immature or not present, digital 
companies are stepping in, invited or not. In the Philippines, a country where 44% of the 
population are active Internet users, 94% of those users are signed up to Facebook.  10

Thanks in large part to companies like M-Pesa providing financial services through mobile 
phones, more than 80% of Kenyan adults have a bank account. The global average is 62%. 
Communications has long been a piece of national infrastructure, the traditional domain of 
the state and its officials. This is no longer a given.  
 
It is perhaps too early to say whether the giant snail is coming for better established public 
institutions. If it does, those in its path may dive for the armoury of regulations, fines and 
flaming torches to drive it back. Maybe they’ll work. But maybe they won’t.  
 
The message for public officials and politicians is clear. If you don’t change the relationship 
between the citizen and the state to fit with the Internet age soon, someone else will take 

9 http://kk.org/thetechnium/the-shirky-prin/ 
10 https://www.huffingtonpost.com/jonha-revesencio/philippines-a-digital-lif_1_b_7199924.html 



over that relationship, and in ways which are not always predictable. In Los Angeles, around 
30% of drivers use Waze, a smartphone app that allows road users to share real-time traffic 
and road information. It provides information on things like traffic accidents or police traps. 
Because it has become so popular, Waze has now effectively become part of the city’s 
transport infrastructure, with the city administration working directly with the company to alert 
drivers about potential delays. Perhaps that doesn’t sound especially radical; just a good 
example of public-private data sharing. But Waze is now much more than a transport app. 
Having become a part of many people’s daily lives, the app has unexpectedly morphed into 
a broader policy tool. After a spate of hit-and-run accidents, LA asked Waze to post a 
notification on its app whenever a hit-and-run occurred. Drivers were effectively asked to 
report whether they had seen crimes take place. Not something you might expect from a 
traffic app. 
 
Whether it is always a good thing that digital companies end up playing this role is far from 
certain. Such arguments are already firmly on the political agenda. The fallout from London 
and other cities responding to the corporate behaviour of Uber by suspending its license to 
operate is indicative of the debates that will come to dominate political discussion. A private 
company now owns a growing chunk of the public space for transport around the world. 
Governments remaining reactive, yet bouncing between short-term fixes won’t deliver good 
outcomes. At the other end of the spectrum, Tencent/QQ, a Chinese instant messaging 
service, has been cited by Reporters Without Borders as allowing government authorities to 
monitor online conversations for keywords or phrases and track participants by their user 
number.  Richard Pope, GDS’ first product manager, wrote that “software is politics now.” It 11

is very hard to imagine this becoming less true. 
 
No innovation until things work 
 
When faced with something scary or unpleasant, human beings are excellent at creating 
displacement activity. This book, for example, was written entirely in moments where we 
should have been doing more pressing things.  
 
Organisations are collectively susceptible to this problem. It is especially common in bigger, 
older institutions, where mundane tasks - getting one’s basic data in good shape for sharing, 
hiring new skills into your workforce - have been put off for so long without ill-effect it has 
become easy to dismiss them as being optional. As the consequences of not doing them are 
minor and largely invisible to start with, people generally believe that it will stay that way.  
 

11 http://surveillance.rsf.org/en/china/ 



It becomes even easier for a large business or government administration to ignore hard yet 
necessary tasks if they can find something else that has the characteristics of work, whilst 
being much more comfortable to sink time into. Fortunately, the technology hype cycle is 
ready to provide a stream of distractions. All too often, the word digital is conflated with 
whatever technology fad has made it into the colour supplements this month. Blockchain. 
Artificial intelligence. The Internet of Things and connected devices. Chatbots. Bitcoin. 
Crypto-currencies. The captains of industry, ministers and senior officials who read colour 
supplements during their brief periods of down-time - see these exciting things, and 
commission policy papers to unpick their potential effect on the organisations they run. The 
papers are good. But there is a gap - sometimes a huge gap - between policy or business 
school smarts, and technological literacy. This translates into a gulf between strategy and 
delivery.  
 
When GDS started in 2011, mobile apps were that day’s special on the fad menu. Ministers 
all wanted their own. Top officials thought they sounded like a great idea. Delighted suppliers 
queued up to offer their services to government. We’ll talk about apps in more detail later. 
For now, all you need to know is that GDS blocked 99% of requests for them. Government 
wasn’t ready for apps, because the people asking for them didn’t really know what they were 
for. They just sounded good. The blogpost explaining the apps policy, written by Tom 
Loosemore in 2013, quickly became the digital team’s most widely read post.   12

 
We have seen too many chief executives and department heads proudly explain their 
organisation’s pioneering work on artificial intelligence, say, while in the same breath 
conceding their back office systems can’t reliably pay employees on time. Or running pilots 
with connected devices while thousands of their customers still post them cheques. This is 
not to say that preparing for the future isn’t right and good. Responsible leaders need to 
keep their eyes on the horizon. The successful leaders are those who can do this while 
remaining mindful their view will be ruined if they step in something disgusting lying on the 
floor.  
 
What is digital transformation? 
 
At the time of writing, the current Wikipedia definition of digital transformation, which rather 
oddly comes from a book written in 2004, describes it as “the change associated with the 
application of digital technology in all aspects of human society.”   13

 

12 The full blog post is published here: 
https://gds.blog.gov.uk/2013/03/12/were-not-appy-not-appy-at-all/ 
13 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Digital_transformation 



This definition is not wrong, but it is incomplete. The word digital has become a red herring, 
throwing up images of zeros and ones, of devices, dongles and killer apps. Digital 
transformation is not all about technology; it is about changing the way you work. This is not 
easy, and many organisations have learnt that the hard way. According to Forbes, 70% of 
corporate transformation efforts fail as a result of being “unfocused, uninspired and 
unsuccessful.”  Failure leaves scars, and dulls the appetite for future change.  14

 
The practical steps to creating a digital organisation are not complicated. They are just hard, 
and often uncomfortable. For very clever people - as senior officials and executives tend to 
be - being presented with simple but counter-cultural solutions is almost an affront. Telling 
them that part of the answer to problems that have confounded them for decades is, for 
example, to ‘use the words normal people would use’ , is not always welcome. 15

 
As part of changing your whole organisation, digital transformation means changing what 
you deliver. You will think more in terms of services that are ruthlessly focused on what their 
users’ need from beginning to end. You will choose to build platforms; component parts of 
digital services that can be used time and again across different parts of your organisation to 
cut out unnecessary duplication. To succeed in that, you will also have to fix some of what is 
broken; the spaghetti of old IT sitting in the heart of processes and services, and fraying data 
architecture creating confusing duplication.  
 
But the biggest change will be in how you deliver. Working in empowered, multidisciplinary 
teams. Starting with the needs of users. Publishing your work in the open. Iteratively 
improving what you do. Testing new services with real people. Using tools of the open 
Internet over expensive proprietary options. Writing clearly for a wide audience. Showing 
prototypes and working code as a substitute for papers and meetings. Building trust between 
people in your organisation, and those who it works with. Designing with data. Doing the 
hard work to make things simple.  
 
Much of what follows in this book will seem simple and obvious. Most of digital 
transformation is simple and obvious. That does not mean that it is easy. Getting it right 
means getting stuck into the foundations of the institution; the incentives that shape 
behaviour, the unspoken rules of the game. That is quite a bit more involved than just 
building a website.  
 

14 
https://www.forbes.com/sites/johnkotter/2011/09/15/can-i-use-this-method-for-change-in-my-organizat
ion/#2d1c6cdb1ce6 
15 https://gilest.org/normal-words.html 



Before you get to that point, there’s a basic question to answer. Where do you start? 
 
Summary 
 

● Digital transformation is about building a new type of organisation around Internet-era 
principles, not adding technical complexity to try and fix analogue organisations. 

● It means changing how an organisation runs itself in the background, at least as 
much as changing what its users actually see. 

● Being forced into a response to digital disruption is a riskier strategy than anticipating 
and planning for it. 

● Getting it right can deliver efficiency savings and improve services for users. 


