
Think “Outside-In” to Achieve Successful Digital Transformation  
An Outside-In Perspective is First Among Equals for Innovation 
 
In our last blog, we discussed the importance of data to driving organizations’ and missions’ agility and 
effective transformation.  While successful digital transformation can be accelerated by leveraging data, it 
is a multi-faceted journey that addresses business models, processes, domain and organizational 
culture.  As we looked at successes and explored the wisdom of those on the front lines of the adventure 
of digital transformation, we found another common theme for success.  That common theme is a focus 
on an “outside-in” perspective.  
 

The “Outside-In” perspective is “first among equals” in factors critical to 
digital transformation. Harvard Business Review, in “Digital Transformation 
is Not Just About Technology” advocates that if transformation is to provide 
superior customer experience, then a priority is to focus squarely on 
gathering in-depth customer input.  It’s necessary to take the time to gather 
a wide range of customer information to gain intimacy and understand their 
needs and expectations.  Though this may seem obvious and a logical 
approach, the tendency to focus internally in many transformation efforts is 
difficult for many organizations to overcome. While transformation can spur 
change within the organization, an outside-in approach demands the effort 
be squarely focused on customers. This approach must use customer 
insight to prioritize and align transformation strategies to be successful.  

 
A successful digital transformation results in meaningful impact on 
customers and stakeholders.  A true digital transformation changes analog 
business processes.  It is easy to be distracted from the primary focus on 
processes and customers. Discussion about digital transformation is often 
hijacked by topics like artificial intelligence, machine learning and robotic 
process automation and “shiny” new tools. Digital technology and tools can 
be a multiplier to a well thought out outside-in approach, but not substitute 
it. Before applying technology and tools, we must understand the customer 
and how they engage with the business. Actionable data about customers 
and processes provides insights about desired outcomes that guide the 
digital transformation.    
 

Digital transformation should never be done. It is a continual, repeated 
process. Things change; technology changes; business changes; and 
customers’ needs change.  Maintaining on-going connections to customers 
provides a fresh, relevant perspective. This connection to customers must 
be repeated regularly, over time, for continuous enhancement.  
 

 
One state’s alcoholic 
beverage commission 
(ABC) recently 
embarked on a 
redesign effort of their 
online web 
channel.  Following 
recommendations from 
their vendor, they 
decided to veer away 
from their usual 
internal-only approach 
and opened up the 
effort to get input from 
outside stakeholders 
and industry 
partners.  This effort 
proved invaluable and 
worthwhile.  It revealed 
that the needs of their 
key users had evolved 
since the online channel 
was started a decade 
ago. As a result, the 
ABC office revamped 
their current business 
processes to better 
reflect the ever 
changing needs of the 
external users and 
positively impact the 
agency mission. 



An “Outside-In” approach can also be 

applied to manage expectations when 

recovering from poorly executed 

transformation initiatives.  The classic 

failure of the UK passport system 

modernization is a well-known case study 

of what can go wrong when an 

organization does not execute its plans 

after being blinded by the promise of new 

tech.  While there were a number of 

factors that led to a backlog of over 500K 

passport applications, one of the 

recognized issues was poor 

communication with outside stakeholders. 

Specifically the UK Audit Office cited:  “a 

failure to communicate effectively with the 

public, both at a personal level in dealing 

with calls from the public to its telephone 

enquiry bureau, and more generally via 

the media.” 

 
An “Outside-In” approach to transformation must become a core competency because, over time, 
transformation will raise expectations about levels of service and effectiveness. What was once a novel 
improvement can become mere “table stakes”.  Institutionalizing an outside-in focus on customers and 
business processes can fuel continuous, successful digital transformation.  
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