


Praise for Why Digital Transformations Fail

“If you’ve ever wondered why digital disruption continues largely unabated, de-
spite efforts of the world’s top leaders, you’re not alone. If you want a practical 
and clear-eyed playbook to help you do something about it, this book is for you.” 
—Dr. Simone Ahuja, founder, Blood Orange, and author of Disrupt-It-Yourself

“This is the book I wish I had two decades ago. I would recommend Tony’s book 
for anyone interested in digital transformation.”
—Josué Alencar, Springs Global, Brazil

“A step-by-step guide for organizational leaders aiming to survive, thrive, and stay 
relevant in the age of digital disruption.”
—Oğuzhan Aygören, Assistant Professor of Marketing, Entrepreneurship, and 

Innovation, Boğaziçi University, Turkey

“Tony has a fantastic track record for executing digital transformations success-
fully. His road map for making digital transformations successful is brilliant. Read 
this book and transform your business successfully!”
—Caroline Basyn, Chief Information Officer and GBS Officer, Mondelēz International

“Many executives will read this book after their digital strategy flops. Just as many 
will read it before they craft a winning plan. I suggest the latter.”
—Frank Casale, founder, Institute for Robotic Process Automation & Artificial 

Intelligence

“This book should be read and reread by every leader in the private and public 
sectors. It’s a primer on how to survive and win in the current digital industrial 
revolution.”
—Vivek Choudhury, Associate Dean for Strategic Initiatives and Professor of 

Information Systems and Technology Management, The George Washington 
University School of Business

“Tony’s book is able to bridge decades of practical experience in complex busi-
ness settings with systemic and analytical thinking. A very useful and thought-
provoking read.”
—Alfonso Fuggetta, CEO and Scientific Director, Cefriel, Politecnico di Milano, Italy

“Very few leaders have a flawless track record of succeeding consistently with 
complex digital transformation journeys. Even fewer have articulated the recipe 
of their success effectively. With this book, Tony has accomplished this rare feat. 
His rich experience as a practitioner will help digital leaders achieve real results: 
10x results, which he defines as one-tenth the cost or ten times the throughput or 
ten times better user experience. This book is a must-read for leaders navigating 
every stage of digital transformation.”
—Sanjay Jalona, CEO and Managing Director, LTI
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“It’s too late to have a digital strategy; now you need a strategy that includes 
digital. This book is the most powerful preparation I’ve seen for leaders in the 
pervasively digital future.”
—Bob Johansen, Distinguished Fellow, Institute for the Future, and author of The 

New Leadership Literacies

“A much-needed practitioner’s guide that provides invaluable insight and advice 
on how to tackle probably the most challenging of the ‘industrial’ revolutions that 
companies have ever faced.”
—Marek Kapuscinski, former CEO, Procter & Gamble Central Europe, and current 

supervisory board member, Cyfrowy Polsat SA and Bank Handlowy SA (Citi 
Handlowy)

“Tony has the rare ability to take on a complex issue like digital transformation 
and bring together real-life experience, best-in-class knowledge, and new insights 
to solve it.”
—Sashi Narahari, cofounder and CEO, HighRadius

“There are a lot of words and articles on digital transformation but few to show the 
whole process and blueprint. Tony has succeeded in clarifying where to go with 
his insights from his excellent career in business transformation. This book is a 
must-read for business innovators in this world.” 
—John Park, founder, Digital Marketing Korea & AI Seoul Summit, and author of 

Data, Platform & Technology Changes the Map of Marketing

“I have had the pleasure of working with Tony for over twenty years. He has an 
enviable record of transformations and strategy. I am delighted to see him bring 
these two together to create a critically important book for leaders.”
—Filippo Passerini, operating executive and former Group President, Global 

Business Services, and Chief Information Officer, Procter & Gamble

“The new digital era demands new ways to think about managing change. Tony 
Saldanha provides a powerful road map with his enviable experience and brilliant 
insights.”
—Kumar V. Pratap, Joint Secretary (Infrastructure Policy and Finance), Ministry of 

Finance, Government of India

“It’s one thing for a startup to be born digital. It’s another thing entirely for an 
existing organization to become digital. Tony speaks in plain language and from 
decades of experience about what a successful digital transformation takes, and, 
as this book brilliantly illustrates, technology is only part of the answer.”
—Andrew Razeghi, founder, StrategyLab, Inc.; Lecturer, Kellogg School of Management, 

Northwestern University; author of Bend the Curve; and active angel investor

“The Shared Services & Outsourcing Network has long regarded the transformative 
results from Tony’s work with deep respect. It’s great to see the formula finally 
documented in this excellent book.”
—Naomi Secor, Global Managing Director, The Shared Services & Outsourcing Network

“Tony’s book should be required reading for all leaders who are seeking to drive 
a digital revolution in their company. It provides practical guidance on the dis-
cipline needed to make the organization, process, and culture changes that fuel 
success.”
—Andy Shih, Vice President and General Manager of Digital Commerce, Nike, 

Greater China

“Fantastic! This book reveals the root cause of failed digital transformations. If 
you’re an innovative or a progressive leader, you will want to arm yourself with 
the insights and practical tips offered here.”
—Ed Sim, founder and Managing Partner, Boldstart Ventures

“As businesses that last for centuries have demonstrated, successful transforma-
tion takes vision and disciplined leadership. Tony applies the same principles to 
today’s challenges, showing that digital isn’t the problem, it is actually an enabler 
to help achieve your strategic vision.”
—Mindy Simon, Chief Information Officer, Global Business & Information Services, 

Conagra

“This is a must-read for seasoned leaders and novices alike. Tony Saldanha’s well-
written, pragmatic approach to digital transformation provides a simple road map 
to succeeding in the digital era.”
—Richard Smullen, founder and CEO, Pypestream

“If you believe in the disruptive power of digital technology and want to do some-
thing about it, then this book is for you.”
—Dr. Venkat Srinivasan, serial entrepreneur and author of The Intelligent Enterprise 

in the Era of Big Data

“Tony is an industry expert who has the credibility of having run large operations, 
led disruptive innovation, and transformed successful operations into disruptive 
new models. This book reveals many of his secrets.”
—Sheree Stomberg, Global Head of Citi Shared Services

“Failure is often more illuminating than deconstructing success because it takes a 
sharper and tougher prescription. It’s with this understanding that Tony casts a 
hard eye on digital transformation.”
—Paco Underhill, CEO, Envirosell, and author of Why We Buy

“Tony Saldanha tells us in simple terms how to thrive in these digitally disruptive 
times. This is a book no leader can afford to miss.”
—Robert Weltevreden, Head of Novartis Business Services
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Diligence is the mother of good fortune.
—Miguel de Cervantes, Don Quixote
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Foreword

“Tony, how can Peter Arnett of CNN have a satellite dish in his brief-
case to broadcast to the world about the invasion of Iraq and our 
warehouses can’t communicate with our distribution system in the 
Philippines?” I asked. I became the general manager of our Procter & 
Gamble operations in the Philippines in mid-1991 after the Gulf War 
had already begun. The Procter & Gamble Company entered the Phil-
ippines through acquisition in 1935. But when I became general man-
ager, we were not delivering on our potential. We had warehouses 
scattered throughout the seven thousand–plus islands of the Phil-
ippines and were unable to ship all orders. Our warehouses couldn’t 
communicate with each other or our factories. In those days it took 
years to get the Philippine phone company to install a landline, and cell 
phones were not yet reliable. This is why I challenged our new infor-
mation technology leader, the author, Tony Saldanha, to use technol-
ogy to leapfrog the problem.

I have always believed in the competitive advantage benefits of 
digital technology. I wrote binary-coded decimal (BCD) programs for 
an IBM 360 computer in high school. At West Point I took every com-
puter software and hardware course available and wrote portions of an 
assembly program for our Honeywell mainframe computer to translate 
Fortran IV into BCD. Later, as chief executive officer of the Procter & 
Gamble Company, I set a path for P&G, according to Global Intelligence 
for the CIO magazine (April–June 2012), to be the first Fortune 50 com-
pany to “digitize the company from end to end.” McKinsey & Company 
summed it up as “creating the world’s most technologically enabled 
company.” This meant that every individual in the company would have 
a customized dashboard on their computer that would allow them to 
view their metrics in real time and drill down as needed, by brand and by 
country, to understand what was happening and react to create competi-
tive advantage. We called this initiative Project Symphony, and it was led 
by Tony Saldanha.

You see, the Procter & Gamble Company was rapidly globalizing 
in the 1980s and 1990s, and I was fortunate enough to be a part of 
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x Why Digital Transformations Fail

it. Assignments on our biggest brands like Tide; in multiple interna-
tional locations like Canada, the Philippines, Japan, and Belgium; and 
across geographies-leading categories or operations all convinced me 
that technology could provide the competitive advantage to gleaning 
insights first and expanding them more broadly. Taking advantage of 
this potential means digitizing before your competition. Today, this 
seems rather anachronistic. The question is no longer “whether to 
transform” but more “how to transform.” This book by Tony, based on 
his years of experience and multiple attempts all over the world, pro-
vides an important step-by-step guide to improving transformation 
success rates.

When I became the eighth secretary of the Department of Veterans 
Affairs, the second largest department in the federal government after 
the Department of Defense, I faced the same challenge to transform 
the organization using digital technology. In fact, I became secretary 
when employees lied to my predecessor and “cooked the books,” caus-
ing veterans to not get timely health care in Phoenix. My first trip after 
Senate confirmation was to Phoenix, and I discovered the PC-based 
system we asked our schedulers to use dated to 1985 and was like 
operating green-screen MS-DOS. Beyond this, we were managing our 
more than $185 billion budget using COBOL, a mainframe computer 
language I coded at West Point in 1972. I hired an individual who had 
been CIO at Johnson & Johnson and Dell to help me transform the VA 
via digitization. For example, using human-centered design principles, 
we created one website for veterans to replace over a thousand dispa-
rate sites, most of which required unique usernames and passwords.

Tony’s experience has made him an expert on digital transforma-
tion. In the Philippines and in Asia he created a new model for dig-
itizing our distributors—dedicated companies that represented our 
sales and logistics capabilities in situations where the retailers were 
too small and disparate for P&G employees to serve them directly. As 
previously noted, he led Project Symphony across the global enterprise 
as we worked to turn our myriad of data into real-time decision mak-
ing for time compression competitive advantage. In P&G’s Central and 
Eastern Europe, Middle East, and Africa Division, Tony further per-
fected the linkages between the corporation and its distributors with 
a real-time distributor connect initiative. It provided more real-time 
visibility to store sales and inventory in small stores, for example in 
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Nigeria, than at Walmart stores in the United States. As Tony moved 
up the ladder at P&G, he applied his considerable digital transforma-
tion skills more broadly across the company.

I wholeheartedly recommend this book to every reader. Tony’s 
three decades worth of deep experience and the use of the airline 
industry–inspired checklist system is unique. It will prevent you from 
making the mistakes Tony and I already made, help you beat the odds 
of the 70 percent failure rate in digital transformations, and enable you 
to deliver competitive advantage to your enterprise.

Robert A. McDonald

Retired Chairman, President, and Chief Executive Officer, 
The Procter & Gamble Company;

Eighth Secretary of the Department of Veteran Affairs
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xiii

Preface

In the spring of 2015, a Procter & Gamble colleague and close friend, 
Brent Duersch, and I were just wrapping up a conference call with a 
top-tier consultancy on how to go about disruptive transformation. 
As Brent reached across the table to end the call, he chuckled, “Either 
we’re missing something, or none of these guys has actually done true 
digital transformation.” This was our tenth call in three days with orga-
nizations that had either undergone a successful major transformation 
or supposedly had a proven framework on how to do it.

Brent and I were trying to piece together the “how to” methodol-
ogy for a disruptive transformation of our Global Business Services 
organization that had to be successful, sustainable, and scalable. We 
were starting to realize that although there were some nuggets to be 
gained via these meetings, perhaps we weren’t going to find the answer 
we were looking for.

Four years later, I now realize that our situation then is fairly com-
mon in today’s world. Executives, business owners, public sector lead-
ers, academics, and even new hires in organizations all fully realize the 
disruptive power of digital capabilities in today’s world. They know 
that it is the preeminent disruptive threat of our generation, as well as 
its biggest opportunity. They really want to transform their work and 
their lives, but the nagging question is, “How?”

Perhaps you’re a leader who has invested time, money, and per-
sonal credibility into digital transformation already. However, you have 
a niggling doubt that something is not right, because while you see 
anecdotal success, it doesn’t make much of a dent in your overall busi-
ness model. Meanwhile, the clock keeps ticking as large-scale disrup-
tions of businesses, industries, societies, and personal lives continue 
unabated. Iconic names like Sears, Macy’s, Neiman Marcus, Tiffany, 
and Harley-Davidson continue to struggle. It’s up to us as leaders to 
determine whether our organizations succumb or prevail in the oppor-
tunity of a lifetime.

I strongly believe that every change is an opportunity, and by that 
yardstick this is an opportunity of historic proportions. My P&G career 
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xiv Why Digital Transformations Fail

of twenty-seven years provided me with vast experiences ranging from 
digitally transforming sales in parts of Africa to using AI to automate 
portions of supply chain operations worldwide. It allowed me to be on 
the leading edge of industry-shaping multibillion-dollar outsourcing 
deals and on hard-core organizational change programs such as the 
integration of the $10 billion Gillette company systems into P&G when 
I was Gillette’s chief information officer. These experiences provided a 
unique foundation for me to tackle how organizations can face up to 
the biggest change management issue of their lives: transforming the 
core of their operations into a fully digital backbone.

So, rather than get discouraged by the lack of good insights from 
our meetings, Brent and I would double down on them. We would 
meet more than one hundred entities over the next couple of months, 
including industry analysts, strategic partners, research institutions, 
universities, peer companies, VCs, accelerators, and more. Mixing 
the nuggets from these with our firsthand P&G experience gained 
over time, some clear insights would emerge. First, there are different 
shades of transformations possible, and you need to be diligent in tar-
geting a complete and sustainable transformation during these disrup-
tive times. Second, the surprising reason why as many as 70 percent of 
all digital transformations fail is a lack of discipline. And third, it is pos-
sible to apply proven failure-reduction approaches, like the disciplined 
checklist model from the aviation industry, to significantly improve the 
odds of success in digital transformation.

If you’re a business leader, a business owner, an executive, or a 
manager of people; if you work in corporate settings, in government, 
in academia, or in the nonprofit sector; if you believe that digital trans-
formation is the ultimate challenge of our generation and that the issue 
is not “whether” but “how”; if you’re interested in hearing about how 
other organizations and people across generations tackled this issue, 
then this book will interest you.

As my journey through P&G’s digital transformation of its shared 
services unfurled after 2015, Brent kept joking that I should perhaps 
document our approach. “Write a book!” he said. I found that amusing. 
“Me?” I said. “I’m never going to write a book.”

I may have been premature about that.
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How to Read This Book
This book is meant for anyone who fully appreciates the urgency of 
digital transformation and is interested in beating the dismal odds of 
success on this topic. It will help you set the correct end goal for digital 
transformation, where digital becomes the “living DNA” of your enter-
prise. Additionally, it will provide you a disciplined checklist approach 
on exactly how to get there.

The structure of the book mimics the five-stage model of maturity 
for digital transformation. Part I sets the stage, first by describing the 
dilemma faced by P&G’s Global Business Services to drive perpetual 
digital transformation, then by introducing the five-stage digital trans-
formation model and the specific checklist steps that can be used to 
deliver success. Following this, part II explores the five stages of digi-
tal transformation in detail. For each stage, two chapters describe the 
two most important disciplines necessary for success. Finally, part III 
demonstrates how all these disciplines can be assembled together to 
address the threat of the Fourth Industrial Revolution systemically.

My ultimate goal is to provide practical, tested, and reliable tools 
and ideas on how to thrive on digital transformation. There are a cou-
ple of resources available at the end of the book, “Checklist of the 
Surprising Disciplines” and “How to Use the Five Most Exponential 
Technologies,” that I think you’ll find helpful. However, the form and 
size of the book itself is a limitation. I invite you to visit my website 
www.tonysaldanha.com, where further examples, tools, and materi-
als are available, in addition to information on how to contact me for 
follow-up.

Saldanha_final.indd   15 5/13/19   11:47 AM



Saldanha_final.indd   16 5/13/19   11:47 AM



Part I

Why Digital Transformations 
Fail and What to Do about It
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3

Chapter 1

How to Survive an Industrial Revolution

“I hate shopping!” I muttered to myself as I stood gazing with horror 
at the shuttered Macy’s store in downtown Cincinnati, my hometown. 
To be clear, I dislike shopping even at the best of times. However, this 
event was a thousand times worse. Perhaps you recall Indiana Jones’s 
expression in Raiders of the Lost Ark when he throws his torch into 
the Well of Souls in anticipation of climbing down, only to find that 
the floor is moving because it is covered with thousands of snakes. 
“Snakes,” he says. “Why’d it have to be snakes?” I suspect my face wore 
that exact same stricken expression that day. In the movie, Sallah, 
Indiana’s sidekick, adds unhelpfully, “Asps. Very dangerous. You go 
first.” That’s usually my approach to shopping when I nudge my wife 
forward, who equally dislikes the chore.

I couldn’t use the “I’m right behind you” approach that day. I was 
on a mission to buy her a gift for a major anniversary, which was on 
that day. For a change I had the whole gift-buying stuff under con-
trol, or so I thought. We had come across the gift I had in mind during 
a previous expedition to the downtown Cincinnati Macy’s. I knew 
she liked it. To make matters worse, I had even dropped some hints 
that this would be the anniversary gift. Today was D-day, and I had 
planned to pick it up on my way home.

Except that when I reached the store, it was closed. As in, closed 
forever. I faintly recalled the announcement a few months earlier that 
the Cincinnati downtown location would be among the hundred-plus 
stores Macy’s planned to shut down in the US. Now, hoping that other 
retailers would have the gift I needed, I frantically searched online. It 
was available, except that in today’s omnichannel world, it was not 
stocked in the physical stores. I would have to order it online and then 
visit the store to pick it up, but not for five business days. “Guaranteed 
on-time delivery” the website promised. As if that helped me with my 
last-minute shopping!
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4 Part I  |  Why Digital Transformations Fail and What to Do about It

As I drove home with the printout of the order representing the 
anniversary gift, I pondered the irony of the “retail apocalypse,”1  
a term coined by the media to describe the mass closing of brick-and-
mortar retail stores in North America, coming back to bite one of the 
few people who had hitherto been totally indifferent to it.

Retail Apocalypse: A Symptom  
of the Fourth Industrial Revolution
The real estate firm Cushman & Wakefield has estimated that twelve 
thousand retail stores will have closed in 2018 in the US, up from nine 
thousand in 2017. That includes several iconic chains that filed for 
bankruptcy, including Sears, Mattress Factory, Brookstone, Rockport, 
Southeastern Grocers, Nine West, and Bon-Ton in 2018.2 That’s on top 
of names such as Toys “R” Us, Payless ShoeSource, hhgregg, the Lim-
ited, Aéropostale, Sports Authority, and Radio Shack in the previous 
two years. The retail sector continues to be among the top of the list of 
bankruptcies in the US along with the energy sector. Investopedia has 
called 2018 the year of retail bankruptcies.3

The retail sector is one of several industries being disrupted in the 
US and around the world. As we all know, media, telecom, hospital-
ity, automotive, financial, health care, consumer products, education, 
manufacturing, and logistics are being affected, and they are not the 
only ones either. Zoom out further and you see a broader trend alter-
ing how we live, work, and communicate. That’s the Fourth Industrial 
Revolution.

The Fourth Industrial Revolution has digital technology transform-
ing and fusing together the physical, biological, chemical, and infor-
mation worlds. It’s a force for massive new opportunity in every area 
valued by society—everything from convenience (e.g., online shop-
ping) and improved health (e.g., biotech) to personal security (e.g., 
digital homes), food security (e.g., agrotech), and so on. Digital tech-
nology frees workers from tedious tasks, allowing them the oppor-
tunity to migrate to higher value-added responsibilities. As with any 
new powerful technology, there is indeed the potential for destructive 
applications (e.g., weaponry, designer babies, loss of privacy, playing to 
humanity’s worst impulses on social media). To what degree the good 
prevails over the bad is up to us, and it is currently unknown. However, 
one thing is guaranteed: it will bring about dramatic change. As with 
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the prior three industrial revolutions, individuals and societies will be 
affected significantly, and companies will either transform or die. That’s 
where this book comes in.

How to Thrive in an Industrial Revolution
This book is about understanding why digital transformations fail as a 
means to a more important end, which is how to thrive in an industrial 
revolution. It builds upon five major foundations to do this:

• Companies either transform or die in industrial revolutions.

• Digital transformation is our current generation’s attempt to trans-
form in the face of the Fourth Industrial Revolution.

• As many as 70 percent of all digital transformations fail.

• The surprising answer to why digital transformations fail is a lack of 
discipline in defining and executing the right steps for digital trans-
formations to take off and stay ahead.

• It is possible to apply the proven checklist methodology from the 
airline and medical fields to improve the 70 percent failure rate.

The battle to thrive in the Fourth Industrial Revolution isn’t 
going to be easy, but it is possible. We can certainly do much better 
than the current 70 percent failure rate,4,5 as I have learned from my 
Procter & Gamble experience. The goal is worth it. At stake is not just 
the existential threat to individual companies and their employees but 
the power to shape products, influence employee and consumer self-
worth, uplift societies, and leave the world in a much better place than 
when we started. To get going, let’s elaborate on the foundations men-
tioned above.

Industry Turbulence Happens during All Industrial Revolutions
The current turbulence in retail and other industries is a classic trend 
during an industrial revolution. It has happened in prior industrial 
revolutions, although the technology drivers of change were different. 
Companies die during industrial revolutions. Obviously, they don’t die 
without a fight. Their demise often occurs despite the best efforts of 
reputable, visionary, and innovative leaders to transform their compa-
nies. This has been true of prior industrial revolutions as well, as we 
will see later in this chapter. A few are successful, but unfortunately 
most are not.
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70 Percent of All Digital Transformations Fail
As mentioned earlier, digital transformation is the modern-day fight to 
survive the existential threat of digital disruption caused by the Fourth 
Industrial Revolution. Half the companies on the Fortune 500 list will 
turn over in the next decade. The disruption is here, it’s massive, and 
it’s urgent. Per Credit Suisse,6 the average life span of an S&P 500 com-
pany today is twenty years, down from sixty years in the 1950s, and 
falling fast. Entrepreneurs, boards, executives, and public organiza-
tions are actively consumed by this issue. However, the sad truth is that 
70 percent of all digital transformations still fail today. Some have put 
that number as high as 84 percent.7 That’s a shocking number, given 
the extremely high stakes. We must do better!

Why Language Gets in the Way  
of Successful Digital Transformation
This explosive mix of a highly disruptive era and low transformation 
success rates in today’s world is fascinating. Part of the issue is termi-
nology. Most people don’t realize that digital disruption is the Fourth 
Industrial Revolution. The term “digital” is very broad. We wore digi-
tal watches in the 1970s, and we have had digital telephones and ther-
mometers for a few decades. Isn’t digital transformation old news?

To bring stronger definition to the term “digital transformation,” 
we need to frame it in the context of the broader change affecting our 
lives via the concept of industrial revolutions.

• First Industrial Revolution: The evolution of society in the eigh-
teenth and nineteenth centuries from mostly agrarian to industrial 
and urban, which was mostly driven by mechanical innovations 
such as the steam engine.

• Second Industrial Revolution: The explosive growth of industries 
from the late 1800s to the First World War. This was driven by 
mass-production techniques, electric power, and the internal com-
bustion engine.

• Third Industrial Revolution: The widespread change beginning 
in the 1980s with PCs and the internet, due to new electronic 
technologies.

• Fourth Industrial Revolution: The melding of the physical, digital, 
and biological worlds today. The major driver is the availability of 
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massive computing capacity at negligible and further plummet-
ing costs. Thus, what used to be physical (e.g., retail stores) can be 
digital (e.g., online shopping), or what used to be purely biological 
(e.g., traditional medicine) can be biotech (e.g., personalized genetic 
medication).

Within this context, the terms “digital disruption” and “digital 
transformation” become easy to define.

• Digital disruption: The effect of the Fourth Industrial Revolution in 
the corporate and public sector landscapes. Increasingly pervasive 
and inexpensive digital technology is causing widespread industrial, 
economic, and social change. This explosive change has occurred 
only in the past decade or two.

• Digital transformation: The migration of enterprises and societies 
from the Third to the Fourth Industrial Revolution era. For compa-
nies, this means having digital technology become the backbone of 
new products and services, new ways of operation, and new busi-
ness models.

Armed with this definition of digital transformation, we can now 
go back to previous industrial revolutions for lessons on why transfor-
mations fail in general.

The Inability of the John Stephenson Company 
to Take Off on Its Transformation
The venerable John Stephenson Company was a leading player in 
the carriage industry that died in the Second Industrial Revolu-
tion. It wasn’t alone; very few carriage companies survived that era. 
The metamorphosis of the transportation industry from carriages to 
automobiles is one of the best-documented case studies of the Sec-
ond Industrial Revolution and therefore serves up several fascinating 
insights.

The horse and carriage industry wasn’t just the personal trans-
portation sector in the 1800s; it was the underpinning of industrial 
transportation (i.e., goods), information communication (e.g., moving 
newspapers and mail), and ancillary industries (e.g., horse feed). In 
1880, Brooklyn and Manhattan alone had 249 carriage makers.8 Its dis-
ruption would be a major event.
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In the 1890s, Times Square in New York was the place for carriage 
sale and repair. Blacksmiths vied for your attention, right next to car-
riage stores. In 1914 there were an estimated 4,600 carriage companies 
in the United States. In the next eleven years, that number had plunged 
to only 150!9 Unfortunately, the John Stephenson Company wasn’t 
among the survivors.

John G. Stephenson had started his business in 1831. Over the next 
several decades, his business rapidly expanded to make carriages, omni-
buses (multiseated carriage buses drawn by horses), wagons, streetcars 
(carriages run on rail lines), and even gun carriages and pontoons during 
the Civil War. His carriages were sold in the UK, Mexico, Cuba, South 
America, Europe, Eastern Russia, Japan, and the East Indies. As with any 
enterprise, the John Stephenson Company’s business ebbed and flowed 
with the economy, but under Stephenson’s determined leadership it 
maintained a stronghold in the carriage market—that is, until the end of 
the century, when the transportation industry itself entered a turbulent 
era during the Second Industrial Revolution. The company went into 
voluntary bankruptcy. It was acquired in 1904 by the J. G. Brill Company 
of Philadelphia. That didn’t last either. Finally, in August of 1919, the Ste-
phenson plant was sold and the company liquidated.

There are several lessons served up by the efforts of companies like 
the John Stephenson Company to stave off disruption during an indus-
trial revolution. Their demise may have been caused by a different 
technology (i.e., piston engines, not digital), but failed transformations 
during any industrial revolution have several things in common.

For instance, the death of the John Stephenson Company helps 
us distinguish between successful innovators within current business 
models, and transformations to new models during industrial revolu-
tions. Stephenson was very innovative within the carriage industry. He 
built the first streetcar that ran on rails in the US. There are at least 
eighteen patents attributed to him. His company innovated success-
fully in its operations and its products several times, from horse-drawn 
omnibuses, to horse-drawn carriages that ran on rails, to electric 
streetcars. Ultimately, the issue wasn’t the John Stephenson Company’s 
ability to innovate within the carriage industry era; it was its inability 
to transform to the internal combustion engine era. There was never a 
disciplined transformational effort to evolve from the carriage industry 
to the automobile industry.
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Transformation during industrial revolutions 
demands a different game plan than innovation 

within the current business model.

For an industrial revolution–driven transformation to take off, you 
need a different, disciplined, new business model game plan. This was 
a recurring issue in the failure of most carriage companies. Having said 
that, creating a new game plan for a different business model is just 
the price of entry. The disciplined execution of this new game plan is 
equally important, as I illustrate with the next story.

Studebaker’s Inability to Sustain Its Transformation
For most collectors of classic cars, Studebaker holds a very special 
place. Studebaker cars were the Apple products of their era—distinc-
tive in their designs, excellent in their quality, and perhaps even more 
valuable for the money than Apple is today. The 1950s Studebaker cars 
are still considered to be among the best automobiles in history!

Studebaker was also the only large carriage company that directly 
transitioned successfully from carriage making into automobiles.

The Studebaker Corporation had an engineer working on an auto-
mobile as early as 1897. It is known to have manufactured both auto-
mobiles and wagons in the early 1900s. The company experimented 
with both electric- and gas-powered cars and eventually settled on the 
latter. Wagon production ended in 1920,10 and the Studebaker Corpo-
ration focused on automobiles alone after that.

But as we know, Studebaker doesn’t make any cars today. Although 
Studebaker had clearly transformed into the automobile era and argu-
ably had the best products, it never mastered the business model for 
scale and sustainable profit margins. Studebaker continued to build 
cars until the 1960s. Its plant in Hamilton, Ontario, Canada, closed in 
1966, finally ending a 114-year history of Studebaker vehicles.

Studebaker was able to move into the automobile industry but 
not win within it. There wasn’t a long-term plan for scaling to provide 
ongoing viable value propositions to its customers. For instance, its 
board consistently chose to pay big dividends to shareholders instead 
of reinvesting in modernizing its factories.11 Their competitors at GM 
and Ford were much more aggressive in both operational efficiencies 
as well as pricing and therefore prevailed.12
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True transformation must include building capabilities 
to stay ahead of your competition long term.

Successful transformation during an industrial revolution is good, 
but sustainable market leaders need to go a step further. They need 
to sustain the business model. The transformation is incomplete if 
the new business model cannot be built with an eye toward perpetual 
evolution.

How to Take Off and Stay Ahead  
During an Industrial Revolution
The John Stephenson Company’s transformation failed to take off, 
while the Studebaker Corporation failed to stay ahead. In the long 
run, it’s only the ability of an enterprise to reach a Zen-like state of 
perpetual innovation leadership, which I call “Stage 5” digital trans-
formation, that matters. The five-stage digital transformation model 
will be developed further in the coming chapters, and it is the orga-
nizing structure of this book itself, along with the disciplines to 
deliver successful transformations. For the moment, it’s sufficient to 
emphasize the importance of deliberate goal setting for Stage 5 trans-
formation or perpetual winning as the most desirable outcome of any 
transformation. A one-time successful transformation is insufficient 
to weather the repeated disruptions that occur within each industrial 
revolution. Distinguishing between transformation takeoff and stay-
ing ahead is key.

• Transformation takeoff: This is the tipping point for successful oper-
ation of the enterprise from one generation of the industrial revolu-
tion to the next. Using an airplane analogy, the operating model of 
the enterprise takes off from one state (on the ground) to another 
(flight). The John Stephenson Company failed at this stage.

• Staying ahead: Building on the flight analogy, a successful takeoff 
must be followed by sustained flight. Studebaker failed to achieve 
the state of staying ahead. Achieving this penultimate stage of 
success is fine for a short while, but it does not guarantee ongoing 
survival during times of rapid change. The issue is that you are one 
technology or one product or one business-environmental change 
away from being disrupted.
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There are two ways in which digital transformations fail. The lack 
of discipline causes them to first, fail to take off, and second, to main-
tain momentum, and they end up crashing.

Both challenges were uppermost in my mind in 2015 when I took 
on the challenge of deliberately disrupting Procter & Gamble’s best-in-
class Global Business Services unit.

Applying Successful Transformation  
to Procter & Gamble’s Global Business Services
It was early 2015, and I had been with the iconic Procter & Gamble 
Company for twenty-four years. As a vice president in the multi-
billion-dollar Global Business Services (GBS) organization, I had 
been fortunate to participate over the years in the formation of P&G’s 
industry-leading GBS. A GBS organization provides scaled operations 
ranging from human resources, finance, manufacturing systems, mar-
keting and sales systems, and information technologies to all business 
units globally. P&G’s GBS was significantly ahead of most peer orga-
nizations, and we had influenced the formation of the global business 
services industry itself, but that was no guarantee of winning in the 
Fourth Industrial Revolution. The next chapter will cover the circum-
stances that led to the decision to proactively disrupt ourselves and 
our approach toward it. That experience led to the insights on how to 
execute successful digital transformation.

From the outset, the biggest question in my mind was how to 
execute a transformation that would be ongoing or perpetual. There 
had been a couple of prior attempts at driving disruptive innovation 
in GBS. These had resulted in some great innovations, but never at a 
level that drove perpetual scaled transformation of the entire unit. Our 
attempt had to be successful in both taking off as well as staying ahead.

The Surprising Answer on How to Take Off  
and Stay Ahead on Digital Transformations
That challenge to scale innovations with excellence led me to a fas-
cinating insight. I happen to be fascinated by airplanes; OK, I’m an 
airplane geek, truth be told. I noticed that the planned stages for suc-
cessful digital transformation of P&G’s Global Business Services divi-
sion would be like the steps needed to complete a successful aircraft 
takeoff.
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Much as I’d like to think that this is a unique, brilliant insight, real-
ity suggests otherwise. A few months ago, I was introduced to Dr. Atul 
Gawande’s seminal book The Checklist Manifesto: How to Get Things 
Right. His work has helped the health-care industry reduce errors 
significantly. Dr. Gawande’s premise was spot-on—a checklist drives 
repeatable success in complex endeavors. I realized that the disciplined 
approach to reducing failures by applying the airline checklist model 
to another field wasn’t a novel idea. On the other hand, this was strong 
validation that it could be done in the digital transformation area.

The surprising answer to delivering perpetual transformation 
was discipline—in both taking off and staying ahead.

In the three years that followed the launch of the GBS change ini-
tiative, it became crystal clear that the answer to the issue of perpet-
ual digital transformation would be disciplined execution. The solution 
for solving the reliability issues in the airline and more recently med-
ical industries also held true for reducing the failure rates of digital 
transformation.

This makes logical sense. According to The Economist magazine, 
99.999999 percent13 of aircraft takeoffs are successful, while only  
30 percent of digital transformations can claim success. Are digital 
transformation efforts inherently more complex in the sense that they 
involve more judgment? Absolutely! On the other hand, the 99.999999 
percent success rate on takeoffs was a mere pipe dream when the avi-
ation industry was in its infancy. A ton of hard work went in over the 
decades to structure what were judgment-based tasks into simpler rou-
tines. Various technologies were applied to automate many of those 
tasks. And what was not automated has been check-listed to deliver 
predictable execution.

In Closing
There is little doubt that the Fourth Industrial Revolution will dramat-
ically shift the landscape of industry, just as previous industrial revolu-
tions did. History has proved that the organizations that get disrupted 
aren’t necessarily caught unawares. As with the John Stephenson Com-
pany and Studebaker, organizations often see it coming. They are per-
haps even successful at transforming themselves once or twice. But 
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they eventually fail to have their transformations either take off or stay 
ahead. The underlying cause of why 70 percent of digital transforma-
tions fail is a lack of sufficient discipline. There’s insufficient rigor in 
both digital transformation takeoff as well as in staying ahead.

This can be addressed by a disciplined checklist approach—influ-
enced by the same methodology that’s been successfully applied in 
the airline industry and the medical field. To execute the checklist 
approach, the book will lay out a five-stage road map for success in dig-
ital transformation, which is defined as the ability to win in the Fourth 
Industrial Revolution.
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