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Introduction

The proliferation of mobile devices is changing the nature of business and society. So is 
the general exponential growth in the capabilities of new technologies. But, these are just 
symptoms of the changes we are experiencing rather than the drivers.

This paper explores the underlying forces that have given rise to the changes we are witnessing 
today. In turn, it will reveal why mobility, in its broadest sense, is central to living and working in 
the 21st century. 

Digital defined

In recent years, the term digital has become mainstream in business circles. Casual observers 
might associate digital with some aspect of customer engagement, or with operating in a world 
where robots and computers have obviated the need for humans. One might conclude that the 
digital economy is thus the industrial era on “technology steroids.”

But it is much more fundamental than that. If we go back in time circa 12,000 years, our 
ancestors were nomads. Mobility was fundamental to existence back then. Unlike today, there 
was no facility to have one’s food delivered to the doorstep. Mobility and survival were highly 
correlated. You are alive today only because your ancestors were sufficiently mobile to both 
catch lunch and avoid being lunch. 

Twelve thousand years is relatively recent in terms of humanity’s evolution, and so our bodies 
are wired to be hunter-gatherers. Despite the arrival of the agricultural era, we remained 
relatively mobile up until the industrial revolution. At that point, mobility ceased to be a core 
capability. So, in order to survive, we needed to turn up to the same factory each day, and 
generally play our part as a cog in the industrial machine. As we are learning today, probably we 
were only placeholders awaiting the arrival of technology that could perform our role better and 
cheaper than we ever could. 

When humanity invented the spear, we had clearly decided that an augmented version of 
ourselves would increase our chances of survival. Thus, humanity took control of destiny 
and evolution in a manner unseen in the animal kingdom. What’s more, we also, almost 
inadvertently, created the technology industry.
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Clearly, the industrial era suppressed humankind’s natural behavior. One might conclude that 
the digital economy is simply the humankind returning to their true nature. We long to be 
mobile and now with the spear replaced by a mobile phone or tablet, it is possible to escape 
the confines of the factory. Smart organizations realize that allowing such mobility increases the 
engagement of the worker, lets them get closer to the market, and enables the organization as a 
whole to be more market sensitive.

In any case, making nature your business partner is more sensible than fighting it, given that 
nature invariably gets its way.

The numbers

Here are some numbers to give you a sense of the extent to which we are transitioning to the 
digital economy: 

•	46 percent of shoppers prefer buying online.1 

•	35 percent of shoppers compare prices on their smartphones.2 

•	75 percent of store shoppers use their mobile devices in store.3 

•	45 percent of the workforce uses tablets for work.4 

•	22 percent of organizations currently use mobile printers.5 

•	40 percent of organizations plan to deploy an M2M or Internet of Things (IoT) solution soon.6 

•	Over 50 percent of people, who own a mobile device use mobile banking.7

•	Customers use mobile banking apps 10.5 million times a day across the UK in March 2015, 
compared with 9.6 million daily log-ins to Internet banking services.8 

•	More than eight in 10 doctors use smartphones for work, and 56 percent use tablets.9 

•	54 percent of patients are less anxious during hospital visits when healthcare providers use 
tablets or other mobile devices to perform data collection.10 

The impact

The numbers do not lie. The digital economy is having a significant bearing on business and 
society. Let’s look at the impact on some key areas: 

The workforce: Technology, and increasingly robotics, is eliminating all routine work. Thus, 
those involved in process-oriented roles will need to reinvent themselves—in terms of their 
skills, if they are to stay in the game. Those workers who can do what technology cannot 
(currently) do will be in the driving seat with respect to talent-based negotiations. Organizations 
need to develop talent policies around that reality. 

Workplace: A workplace can become more geographically distributed as mobile workers 
determine what constitutes as their workplace. Thus, organizations will need to develop secure, 
collaborative infrastructure that enables the talent to operate as if they were part of a giant 
distributed “super brain.” 

Work styles: Great talent, like great artists, will not be constrained to a 9-to-5 model. They will 
not attempt to divide their lives into professional and personal. Again, they need to be able to 
work anywhere. They also need to be able to work anytime, including the middle of the night. 
The corollary of this is that they reserve the right to be conducting their private affairs in the 
middle of a traditional working day. 
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Leadership: The industrial leadership model assumes that the only place where thinking is 
allowed is in the boardroom. Consequently, it is the role of the management to cascade the 
boardroom edicts down to the workers. Organizations that treat their people like machines will 
fail to capitalize on their intellectual potential. As the war for genuine talent (as detailed earlier) 
increases, the leadership model will flatten. The talent will have an equal say in the company’s 
direction and will expect the leadership to remove obstacles that impair their ability to do 
great work.

Customer and consumer: As more services are consumed via the Web, the market will be 
better placed to compare offerings. Thus, there will be a tremendous pressure to deliver great 
value. The market will increasingly want to consume services via their mobile devices, and 
where appropriate, have those services integrated with their own personal analytics framework. 

Citizen: The most-talented citizens will gravitate to the organizations that can offer the most 
stimulating work, and the most conductive environments in which to do it. Governments will 
need to develop policies that attract and retain the best employers; otherwise, they will witness 
talent emigration on a very large scale.

Time to change

The shift to the digital economy represents a seismic shift both economically and 
anthropologically. In keeping with the theme of making nature our business partner, it would 
be wise for us to change both personally and organizationally to ensure we adapt with the 
changing conditions.

One needs to consider the risks associated with changing. Your people may have become so 
process oriented, turning up to work every day doing the same old thing that any attempts to 
turn them into “creative disruptors” will be met with bemusement, and even resistance. Plus, 
there is a risk that tampering with the existing business model will damage existing cash flows 
without a guarantee of new cash flows. 

The risk of not changing is that your existing model, or even your industry, may be just days 
from being disrupted. Some established players are propping up old business models by 
focusing on cost management rather than growing the topline. 
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It is recommended that rather than “bin” the existing operating model, organizations create a 2.0 
(better) version. This lean start-up business model will be fully in tune with the market. Think of it 
as an insurance policy against disruption. Over time, it may become your primary business.

Running a two-speed or bi-modal business is well documented. The implications for the CIO 
and the IT function are not so well documented. Clearly starting a new business model means 
that it can be Web-centric. By creating a services-oriented architecture, the main business 
can provide enterprise IT services to the sibling start-up. The CIO needs to have a good 
understanding of enterprise architecture, particularly one that blends multiple business models. 
Smart CIOs will use the new start-up as an opportunity to rethink the overall IT strategy. The 
digital economy demands a new approach to business and in turn business demands a new 
approach to IT and information management. 

Smart organizations will seek out business-savvy CIOs who appreciate the need for good 
governance within the context of a fast moving and unpredictable market. 

Next steps

Upgrade your leadership: Traditional organizations tend to be weak in respect of digital 
leadership. A CIO in a leadership team is a relatively rare occurrence. In the digital economy, 
digital leadership is not a role, but a competence that all leaders should possess. Increasingly 
analysts and investors will judge an organization based on how digitally savvy their leadership 
team is.

Assess your digital readiness: With a sound leadership team in place, it would be wise to 
assess where your organization sits relative to your competitors in terms of capitalizing the 
digital economy. This assessment will have a technology element, but the main assessment will 
focus on to what extent you have embraced a nomadic hunter-gatherer approach to running 
the organization. It also depends on to what extent your services are designed and delivered 
with a nomadic hunter-gatherer customer in mind. 

Build the version 2.0 business: Business transformation is a “big ask” and could cause a 
corporate implosion. As already mentioned, it is recommended to build a version 2.0 of the 
business. Draw upon the version 1.0 of the business especially with respect to infrastructure. 
Not all people will get the new model, but some will. Give them the option to transfer. You may 
discover their true potential once they are unshackled from the industrial factory framework of 
your existing business.
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Trust your people: The industrial era more or less assumed that people cannot be trusted 
and are simply labor or horsepower. Therefore, we needed layers of management to ensure the 
workforce did what it was supposed to do and did not veer away from the operations manual. 
Such an approach fails to tap into the full potential of your talent. In a digital economy, owing 
to the talent war, your best people may mostly gravitate to organizations where they can do 
their best work and gain more respect. You need to create a culture and an infrastructure that 
attracts and retains the best talent.

Follow the market: Creating a strategy that extends over multiple years is increasingly 
anachronistic in the digital economy. The speed of business and life is accelerating. Owing to 
increased connectivity, everything is connected to everything, with increased volatility as a  
by-product. Therefore, strategy planning is increasingly a work of fiction. Big “quarter by 
quarter” organizations need to behave like lean start-ups. 

The organizations need to be flexible to any market changes. It requires more than simply 
being agile; it requires attentiveness. Organizations need to have the sensory capacity to 
detect threats and opportunities in the market before their competitors do or before it is too 
late to respond.

Analytics comes to mind. The deeper the sensors are embedded in the market the better the 
data. Again, an organization that embraces mobility rather than being hidden within a moated 
fortress will be best placed to follow the market. 

Build a scalable and flexible infrastructure: Even though technology is just an enabler of 
mobility, it is critical to supporting a mobile culture. Therefore, investment in upgrading your 
technology infrastructure will be required. This extends beyond bring your own device (BYOD) 
to ensuring your infrastructure offers the scalability and flexibility needed to enable your 
organization to radically shift its focus if the market demands it.

Embrace mobility: Supporting mobile devices is one thing. Supporting the mobility demands 
of a digital-empowered and nomadic workforce is what constitutes as mobility. If an opportunity 
evolves in an emerging nation in which you currently have no presence, how quickly can you set 
up an operation? 
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Develop an enterprise app store: Mobile devices have driven the creation of an 
unprecedented array of applications. Often these apps are useful. Sometimes they do not 
integrate well into the corporate information architecture. And sometimes they pose a security 
threat. Organizations are encouraged to take charge of the associated risks by creating an 
internal app store comprising the best of home-grown and external apps. The aim being that 
your users will trust and value your store rather than being contractually obliged to use it.

Conclusion

The transition to the digital economy is well underway. Industries are being disrupted and 
established organizations are struggling in terms of how to steer the ship in these uncharted 
waters. The opportunity to win big is now possible thanks to the networking effects of a 
mobile world. Economies of scale is no longer the moat that protected large organizations 
from competitors.

However, for organizations that are prepared to adjust their approach, the rewards are 
potentially very large. Recognizing that mobility is driving the digital economy is the first step to 
making the necessary changes. 
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