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Digital Transformation: When You Look at Your ‘Digital 

Twin’ In the Mirror, Will You Like What You See? 

Is Your Business “Digitizing”? 

Digital transformation. 

Digitization. 

Digitalization.  

Let’s agree not to split hairs. For purposes of this chat, let’s call them all 

“the computerization of business activity, business rules, and business 

decision-making, based on a digital model of your business” 

and argue about it later. 

This shift, from a human-centric enterprise to a symbiotic collaboration between people and machines, 

is widely bandied about today using the buzzwords above. Its advantages are potentially colossal in 

terms of productivity and simple velocity of business. Beyond even those are potential benefits in 

precision, repeatability, and optimality of business decision making and issue management. 

Some digitization is relatively simple—well defined things that are managed and transacted according to 

clear cut procedural flows and criteria lend themselves to automation. This helps explain why business 

functions with strong external governance on accepted methods and practices, such as accounting, are 

usually among the first things to be digitized. The manual landscape provides a clear spec for the “digital 

twin” both in terms of structure and process. 

However, other parts of the business, and supply chain in particular, involve more complex and open-

ended decision making involving multiple choices. When you aim your digitization sights on these 

processes, you tend to hit three basic points of friction: 
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1. That “digital model” of your business—its data, rules, etc.—is often very difficult to replicate in 

a useful way, because in most cases it is the result of long-term accretion of various conventions 

and corner cases that evolved in a messy, organic way. 

 

2. The business actions and decisions that must be modeled are equally difficult to pin down: the 

factors your existing decision makers consider can be vague and elusive, and there always seems 

to be a long tail that makes it hard to declare your digitized set of business rules “sufficient”. 

 

3. People. 

When Humans Try to Digitize 

Nearly all digitization chatter is about the technology component. But people have to  do the work. 

Moreover, when you push some part of the business to the computing side of the ledger, you take 

something off the humans’ plate. Ignore that aspect at your peril. 

Digitization is an exercise that takes abstraction, model-based thinking, and root-cause analysis. It 

rewards a sense for the interconnectedness of things and an ability to draw reasoned inferences. Folks 

who are capable in these ways are invaluable to the process. Conversely, people who work in concrete, 

tactical ways may fully understand underlying principles at the gut level but may not be articulate in 

terms that translate directly.  

Our experience bears this out—programs have a hard time getting traction if there’s nobody 

experienced in this journey. The work of moving to digital business can leave some people struggling 

to participate at the required level, while others get frustrated as they realize how resistant the business 

can be to orderly deconstruction.  

The Winners and Losers of Digital Transformation 

The business conditions, corner cases, and exceptions we described above as “messy” are the bread 

and butter of your staff. They have internalized it and it feels seamless to them. Just the act of trying to 

extract that knowledge systematically to model it digitally carries an implicit threat of stealing 

somebody’s superpower. It’s core to what has made these people valuable and indispensable, often for 

many years. If a computer can do what *I* do, am I no longer special? 

Not everybody on the team, no matter how expert in present context, will necessarily make 

corresponding contributions to digitization. Those that are mismatched to the task by its nature, or 

threatened by the anticipated outcome, can turn to opposition and nitpicking. These people can exist 

at all levels of the organization. It’s not pleasant to contemplate, but candidly assessing the players on 

the team, and maybe making some tough decisions to manage people into roles where they can be 

successful, will drive successful outcomes. 

The same holds true in the post-digitization world. The digital equivalent of most business processes is 

more data- and rule-driven than the manual legacy version. There are fewer places mid-procedure for 
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people to intervene with local or tribal knowledge. The new practitioner usually needs to operate more 

by managing the model than by editing results. Retraining and reskilling can help, but staff competencies 

often still are out of whack with the skills mix now needed. Avoiding these hard decisions degrades the 

digital solution, and unwillingness to address the human component can lead to unhelpful blaming o f the 

technology (which admittedly often earns its own share of blame with no help from humans.) 

The Vendor Will Help Me, Right? 

Your technology partners definitely want to see you successfully employ their tools to realize business 

value from digital transformation. It keeps you coming back for more and you become an asset in their 

pursuit of new business with other companies. And, to some extent at least, they recognize the human 

component of technology adoption. 

On the other hand, they operate in a competitive world where vendors are trying to differentiate 

themselves from each other not only by their compelling functionality but by the ease with which their 

solutions can be adopted. Getting too deep into the people side of successful adoption looks like 

quicksand in the sales cycle. More importantly, they rely on you being more expert on your business 

(and your people) than they are. They are not wired up to be blunt with you when they see you skimping 

on some of these considerations. 

The Consulting Partner Will Help Me, Right? 

Oh of course! 

Well, yes, we talk about it a lot, and see the clear value in it, and have tools and templates and 

methodologies we can bring to bear. We like doing this part of digital transformation. 

Yet we too often decide this is not the hill to die on. We are also competing, often against firms that 

promise implementation templates and frameworks for rapid, inexpensive rollout that may look 

unrealistic to us but are still the mark we are told to meet or beat. 

And we too find it hard to confront our clients with gaps along the people axis (present company 

excluded). We are conflict-avoiding, collaborative types of personalities by the nature of the role. So, 

often we cope by trying to offset capability gaps in the short term and attempting knowledge transfer 

longer term. The results can be mixed. 

Give Me Hope! 

The value of digitization can be compelling, and not simply for reasons of velocity and productivity 

discussed earlier. Going through that messy process of resolving chaotic business rules and building an 

end-to-end digital twin can be a revitalizing experience for your business. It reveals departmental 

incongruities and illuminates the path to more synchronized and optimal decision making at enterprise 

scale. It is essential to enable advanced analytics, including machine learning and other AI technologies . 
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The best methodologies combine planning with nurture and knowledge. When companies go into 

digitization with their eyes open, the human aspect of the exercise is on the table from the beginning. 

We need to simultaneously assess the support we need to bring to help people be successful and the 

ability of the people themselves to be successful in the future state. And then make plans accordingly 

that acknowledge the inevitable while respecting the individuals and giving each a path to their own 

success. 

 

About Spinnaker: 

Spinnaker is a supply chain services company that helps clients grow, manage risk, reduce costs, and 

improve customer service by developing world-class supply chain capabilities. Our services help clients 

develop the right supply chain strategy for their business challenges and implement the process and 

technology solutions to improve Demand/Supply Planning, Procurement and Sourcing, Logistics and 

Warehousing, and Reverse Logistics business performance. Spinnaker offers a unique service delivery 

model that combines the strength of deeply experienced management and technology consultants with 

a seasoned team of business process outsourcing (BPO) and 3rd-party logistics (3PL) professionals. 

Founded in 2002, Spinnaker has offices in Boston, Columbus, Denver, Houston, Memphis, Pittsburgh, 

London, and Singapore. 

 

Contact Us:  

 

Phone: 877-476-0576 

 

Email: info@spinnakermgmt.com 


