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Key takeaways

Digital transformation is a well-established 
strategic imperative globally: over half of our 
survey respondents have either completed 
or made significant progress on digital 
transformation projects. Most technology 
leaders have already seen increased 
performance as a result, particularly in 
customer experience delivery.

Enterprise digital transformation today is 
driven by two fundamental—and 
interlinked—needs: the pursuit of better 
customer service, and the need to help 
employees collaborate better in order to do 
so. To achieve this, over three-quarters of 
survey respondents have increased their use 
of digital development platforms including 
low code, and increased investment in 
workflow management tools to do so.

The increase in accessible digital tools, the 
adoption of low code, and robust, flexible 
cloud-based networks are helping 
technology-forward firms successfully 
democratize data capabilities for business 
success. 
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MIT Technology Review Insights

F
irms need to respond to multiple business 
performance and operational challenges, both 
today and in the years ahead. Digital leaders 
have committed to continuous innovation to 
improve operations, differentiate their brands, 

and provide better service to their stakeholders. The 
post-pandemic world has, inside of a year, transformed 
into a massively (and perhaps permanently) dispersed 
collection of individual broadband-connected consumers, 
partners, and employees. In the workplace, this means 
businesses and their teams need to quickly and 
continuously harness talent, ideas, and resources into 
creative product and service innovation in order for their 
customers and their operational processes to remain 
competitive.     

While the pandemic has accelerated these trends, it has 
not disrupted them or wholly redefined them. Rather, it has 
created additional emphasis on the digital transformation 
strategies already well underway at most organizations, 
underscoring their need to invest in tools and technology 
platforms, which allow them to continuously develop 
digital experiences for customers and team members at 
scale and at speed. This is the consensus view of a survey 
of 210 members of the MIT Technology Review Insights 
Global Panel of technology executives. These 
respondents report that they need—and still often lack—
the ability to develop new digital channels and services 
quickly, and to optimize them in real time.  

About this report 
Based on a combination of survey-
based market research and in-depth 
executive interviews, this report 
examines the specific operational and 
technology drivers behind the digital 
transformation efforts of leading 
businesses, and the tools and 
platforms they are depending on to 
develop digitally responsive customer 
experience processes. Sponsored by 
HCL, the views expressed in this 
report are those of MIT Technology 
Review Insights, which is editorially 
independent.

• In March 2021, MIT Technology Review 
Insights surveyed 210 senior technology 
decision-makers.  

• Survey respondents are global, with 
39% based in North America, 30% in 
Europe, and 20% from the Asia-Pacific 
region.

• Respondents work in more than  
a dozen industries: IT and 
telecommunications, at nearly 25%, 
represents the largest response  
group; followed by both financial 
services and education at about 11% 
each; then professional services and 

pharmaceuticals and health care at 
around 10% each.

• Over a third of respondents work in 
small- and medium-sized organizations 
with annual revenues under $50 million, 
and 25% in very large enterprises with 
annual revenues over $5 billion. 

• Around 25%  of respondents reported 
that their organizations had less than 50 
full-time employees or more than 10,000.

• Respondents were asked how they are 
pursuing their digital transformation 
agendas to enhance customer 
experience and digital collaboration.
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efforts. Over 10% of all respondents indicate that they 
have largely completed their transformation initiatives, and 
just a third say they are only in the early stages.    

These response rates imply that most firms globally have 
already leaned into building and managing the tools and 
capabilities they need to enhance customer and employee 
experience processes. As Richard Jefts, vice president 
and general manager of HCL’s Digital Solutions, observes: 
“digital transformation is more of a top-of-mind topic for 
chief information officers (CIOs) today than cybersecurity. 
While security is still foundational, what is critically 
important for business and technology leaders is to use 
digital innovation to bring new thinking into how they 
accelerate their customer experience and empower their 
employees to streamline operations.” 

Jefts cautions, however, that while most technology 
leaders have a sharp focus on their digital transformation 

When asked what transformation drivers had increased or 
decreased in priority in the last 12 months, the greatest 
percentage of respondents (47%) said “increasing team 
collaboration and communication” had significantly 
increased, while 44% said “increasing security of digital 
assets and intellectual property,” and 42% said “analytics 
and insight to improve existing products and services.”  

Well on their way: digital  
transformation drivers
It is increasingly old hat to speak of digital transformation 
as a new phenomenon. When asked how far along  
their organizations are in the process of transitioning to 
all-digital business processes, 46% of our survey 
respondents report that they have already made 
significant progress on most of their projects. This was 
higher in large organizations: 56% of respondents from 
firms with over 10,000 employees say they have made 
significant progress on most of their digital transformation 

No plans for digital transformation

Will deliver digital transformation roadmap in 2021
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Source: MIT Technology Review Insights survey of 210 senior technology decision-makers, March 2021. Respondents were asked to choose one answer.

“Digital transformation is more top of mind for CIOs today than 
cybersecurity. It is critically important for leaders to use digital 
innovation to bring new thinking into customer experience and 
streamlining operations.”
Richard Jefts, Vice President and General Manager, Digital Solutions, HCL

Figure 1: The digital transformation journey
Most organizations are making good headway in their digital transformation efforts; large companies 
are the most likely to have made significant progress.
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Figure 2: The waves of enterprise digital transformation
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strategies, and are moving quickly to attain them, this 
should not be seen as a linear process “but rather an 
iterative one, with waves of digital exploration, investment, 
and execution” (see Figure 2). Jefts adds that the 
capabilities that firms accumulate through successive 
waves of digital transformation cascade innovation and 
performance throughout the entire organization and 
across all digital touchpoints over time. These include 
“digital experience platforms that power public-facing 
websites, or supply-chain and partner networks portals 
which secure, personalize, and integrate all of a firm’s 
data, content, apps, processes, campaigns, and 
commerce.” As firms progress through these waves, 
continuous investment in low-code development 
platforms—which reduce the amount of traditional hand 
coding, enabling accelerated delivery of business 
application software—become ongoing strategic choices 
“in how firms achieve better scale and TCO [total cost of 
ownership], and reduce their complexity,” Jefts says.
 
Customers and collaboration: the  
drivers of digital transformation 
Underpinning these waves of digital transformation are 
two fundamental drivers: the ability to serve and 

understand customers better, and the need to increase 
employees’ ability to work more effectively toward those 
goals. When asked about the most important goals for 
their digital transformation strategy, two-thirds of 
respondents indicated that more efficient customer 
experience delivery was the most critical objective. This 
was followed closely by the use of analytics and insight to 
improve products and services (60%). Increasing team 
collaboration and communication, and increasing security 
of digital assets and intellectual property came in joint 
third, with around 55% each.

All the digital objectives are integrally linked to improving 
customer and employee engagement, retention, and 
activation. HCL’s Jefts notes that this last objective 
received additional attention over the last year. “With 
covid-19, management teams needed to ensure that 
business could continue remotely, which has meant new 
levels of adoption of collaboration capabilities and the 
use of the low code by employees to digitize business 
processes to bridge the gaps,” says Jefts.  

Miao Song, Brussels-based CIO of Mars Petcare, notes 
that digitalization has been steadily redefining her 

Source: HCL

*Customer Data Platform and Master Data Management
**Digital Experience Platform, Content Management System/Digital Asset Management
†Neuro-linguistic Programming
††Progressive Web App
‡Augmented Reality/Light Detection and Ranging
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Partner 
perspective

The past year was incredibly disruptive. Business 
leaders around the world looked to digital innovation 
to help them stay in business or remain competitive 
by inventing new and better ways to do business. 
Using digital technology to create new processes is 
one of the most urgent and compelling strategies. 
There was a massive shift to remote working. 
There was a rise in the adoption of low code for all 
developers, movement to the cloud, and unrelenting 
and ever-increasing customer and employee 
demands. Here are real-world examples of 
organizations that acted in days and not months: 

More e�cient and responsive CX delivery

Increase team collaboration and communication

Improve workflows

Automate administrative functions

Enhance in-house application or digital
capability development process

Manage the increased proliferation
of tools and applications

Engage with technology development
partners more e�ciently

Keep pace with faster development cycles

Adopt a DevOps development approach

Harness institutional/organizational
memory more e�ciently

Integrate CX data andinsight into
production and ops

Use analysis and insight to improve existing
products and services

Increase security of digital assets and IP
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Somewhat important

Critically important

Not at all important

Less important

• The retailer that added touchless commerce, 
curbside pickup, and at-home deliveries to its 
existing apps.

• The government agency that helped coordinate 
services to help find housing for the homeless and 
protect this vulnerable community from becoming 
a super-spreader.

• The technology giant that spun up quick apps to 
log employee work statuses, and track furlough 
communications.

Figure 3: The key drivers of digital transformation
Improving customer experience, enhancing analytics and insight, greater team collaboration, and better 
online security are the most critical objectives for organizations.

Source: MIT Technology Review Insights survey of 210 senior technology decision-makers, March 2021. Respondents were asked to choose all that apply.

% of respondents
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experience processes since undertaking digital 
transformation efforts.  While respondents felt that “overall 
operational efficiency” showed the greatest increase 
overall, the largest percentage of respondents (28%) 
reported a significant performance increase in their 
customer experience capabilities since undertaking 
digital transformation efforts. Over a quarter of firms also 
noted significant increases in their product or service 
delivery efforts.  

Moving into the coming year, survey respondents are 
seeking to improve digital channels in particular. When 
asked which customer experience priorities would attract 
the most focus in the next 12 months, the highest-ranked 
was “improving digital channels” at 56%, followed by 
“analytics and to support personalization” at 42%, and then 
“AI or automated customer engagement tools” at 41%. 
Other digital competencies are being built to accommodate 
changes in customer and partner expectations and 
requirements, streamlining customer experience processes 
by delivering multi-experience capabilities.

Alan Pritchard, director of ICT Services for Austin Health, 
a public hospital group based in Melbourne, Australia, 
explains that his company’s digital transformation process 
began to accelerate well before covid-19’s impact set in. “A 
model of service review in 2019 identified home-based 

company’s global pet nutrition and veterinary services 
businesses. “Our online business has seen double-digit 
growth, and the resulting volume of customer data allows 
us to forecast demand better,” says Song. Digital tools 
also allow more and better market data to be gathered 
and utilized quickly. Song points out that AI-enabled image 
recognition tools are being used by Mars’ sales reps  
to scan retailers’ shelves and generate insight for better 
inventory management. 

As Mars’ reliance on AI and analytics is increasing 
throughout the organization, it is teaching many 
employees to use low-code tools to bolster their internal 
capabilities. “Everybody in our company needs to become 
a data analyst—not just IT team members,” says Song, 
speaking of Mars’ efforts to increase digital literacy in a 
bid to enhance visibility across the company’s supply 
chain, refine pricing strategies, and develop new products 
and services. Song notes that promoting the use of 
low-code development tools through hackathons and 
other activities has been an important part of Mars’ 
efforts: “we need to break the notion that only IT can 
access and use our data resources,” she adds.  

Customer experience is (still) king 
Survey respondents have indicated that they have already 
seen significantly increased performance in customer 

Figure 4: How digital transformation is increasing performance
Organizations are seeing the most overall improvement in operational efficiency, but customer experience  
is most significantly improved.

Source: MIT Technology Review Insights survey of 210 senior technology decision-makers, March 2021. Respondents were asked to choose all that apply.
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monitoring and home-based care as critical to our future 
service delivery—so even prior to the pandemic, our 
health strategy was focused on improving digital channels 
and increasing our capacity to support people outside of 
the hospital.”  Pritchard notes that in order to execute on 
Austin Health’s outreach strategy, a common customer 
relationship management (CRM) platform needed to be 
built. “While some future service models can be delivered 
with telehealth initiatives or with device integration, there’s 
still a lot of work to do looking at how you communicate 
electronically with people about their health status,”  
says Pritchard. 

The organization’s common CRM platform needed to 
accommodate numerous autonomous specialty 
departments, “and each of them wants their own app to 

Not a priority this year

Not optimized, but not a focus this year

Already su�ciently optimized; 
not a focus this year

Important, but maintaining similar 
attention as last year

Increased priority focus this year

Do not know

AI or automated customer engagement tools

Analytics and to support personalization

Single view of the customer

Omnichannel experience

Improving digital channels
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Source: MIT Technology Review Insights survey of 210 senior technology decision-makers, March 2021. Respondents were asked to choose all that apply.

Figure 5: Customer experience priorities
In the coming year, survey respondents are seeking to improve digital channels in particular.

communicate electronically with their patients,” observes 
Pritchard. Managing numerous separate app 
development processes is complex, although “there are 
common patterns in how departments engage with 
patients in appointment booking, preparation, and 
follow-up processes”, says Pritchard, “so we need a 
platform that’s highly reusable, rather than a series of 
apps built on custom code.”

This, coupled with the need to distribute some control 
and customization through the multiple departments,  
led Prichard’s team down a low-code path.  This largely 
correlates with the experiences of our survey cohort: 
over 75% of respondents indicate that they have 
increased their use of digital development platforms 
(including low code), and over 80% have increased their 

In the last year, over 75% of respondents 
have increased their use of digital 
development platforms, including low 
code, and over 80% have increased 
their investment priorities in workflow 
management tools.

% of respondents

 75%
80%
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across the enterprise, management needs to sit with  
the development team,” says Pritchard.

Wanted: scale, skills, and speed
Digital skills are still greatly in demand and are often found 
to be a scarce or costly resource. As discussed earlier  
in this report, leading firms make extensive efforts to use 
low-code tools and platforms to enhance the ability of 
non-IT team members to use analytics or digital 
development resources. This reflects both the pressing 
need to lessen IT team workloads, and the growing 

investment priorities in workflow management tools  
over the last year.

Prichard points out that while increasing digital efficacy 
across the organization is important, he adds that 
complete democratization is not the ultimate goal.  
“We allow people to make tweaks to their digital 
channels—if you’re asking new patients seven questions 
and you want to ask them an eighth, then go ahead,  
knock yourself out. But in terms of the overall workflow, 
collaboration, good governance, and communication 

Source: MIT Technology Review Insights survey of 210 senior technology decision-makers, March 2021. Respondents were asked to choose all that apply.

Figure 6: Digital transformation priorities
In the past year, organizations have prioritized digital development platforms and workflow management tools.
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Figure 7: Constraints to digital transformation
Deploying technology capabilities at sufficient scale is the most significant constraint for respondents.

capabilities such as low code means that expertise need 
not be as much of a constraint to a firm’s transformation 
progress and velocity. “For example, employees are able 
to digitize their own processes and create situational 
apps without having to know Java or C++ and so they 
can stop using and versioning Excel spreadsheets.  
Also, professional developer-grade low-code platforms  
mean companies can focus on the core mobile,  
web, and wearable apps that define their brand’s digital 
touchpoints with their customers,” says Jefts.

Thus, it is not the acquisition of technology skills per se, 
but the effective usage of IT resources that defines 
successful digital transformation. This is borne out in our 
survey responses: when asked what stood in the way of 
their digital transformation goals, more respondents 
cited the inability to deploy technology capabilities with 
sufficient speed as a significant or very significant 
constraint (73%), than the lack of in-house skills (67%). 
Importantly, fewer than half of respondents felt that the 
inability to access skills through partners or suppliers 
was a constraint, suggesting that increasingly open, 
collaborative, and cloud-based IT resources and services 

importance of digital channels and resources throughout 
the organization. Without the entire organization’s ability 
to effectively utilize digital tools, businesses simply cannot 
reap the benefits of digital transformation. An additional, 
and perhaps ironic, challenge is that there is some 
evidence that firms may “not know what they don’t 
know,” in terms of their ability to judge the impact their 
skills deficit has on their organization. While nearly all 
survey respondents undergoing digital transformation 
indicate that they have metrics to observe productivity  
in their operations, customer experience, or service 
delivery processes, nearly one in 10 respondents 
indicated that they have no ability to measure 
improvement in their internal workflow management 
(see Figure 5).  

As HCL’s Richard Jefts observes, the growing digital 
business requirements that weigh on every organization’s 
operational resources today mean that “competition  
for a relatively finite pool of IT developers has increased 
considerably, and in relative terms, there are fewer  
and fewer of those skills available.” However, Jefts adds,  
the growing availability of more-accessible digital 
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Source: MIT Technology Review Insights survey of 210 senior technology decision-makers, March 2021. Respondents were asked to choose all that apply.
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capabilities that simultaneously extend the capabilities of 
the organization’s IT team and increase access to digital 
tools to the entire organization. That said, they also 
recognize that their transformation efforts do not have a 
fixed endpoint, and the search for technology resources 
to maintain responsive and flexible customer and 
employee experience capabilities requires continuous 
vigilance. 

As digital business grows, the ability to extract insight from 
online customer touchpoints, or revise and improve 
production and service delivery channels, will be a baseline 
requirement for nearly every team member, echoing Mars 
Petcare CIO Miao Song’s belief that “everybody needs to 
be a data analyst” for their firm to be competitive.  Thanks 
to the increase in accessible digital tools, the adoption of 
low code, and to the efforts of technology leaders to build 
robust and flexible (usually cloud-based) networks that 
service extended and dispersed teams securely, 
technology-forward firms can successfully democratize 
these capabilities for business success. 

are allowing firms to source digital capabilities from  
their ecosystem partners. 

Reviewing which tools and capabilities are being 
employed to achieve digital transformation goals, 
investment in cloud platform resources was ranked 
highest. Eight out of 10 respondents indicated that they 
have made cloud investments in the last year and will 
continue to do so in the year to come. This was closely 
followed by cybersecurity tools and then customer-facing 
applications development. Lowest ranked was supply 
chain and operational management tools, but largely 
because much of the digital transformation work there 
has already been done (according to 15% of respondents). 

Toward the future-proof digital  
organization 
As the MIT Technology Review Insights survey has found, 
digital transformation efforts are already underway and 
most respondents not only consider themselves far along 
the path, but are also making strides toward building 

Source: MIT Technology Review Insights survey of 210 senior technology decision-makers, March 2021. Respondents were asked to choose all that apply.

Figure 8: Tools for transformation
Cloud, cybersecurity, and customer-facing applications are the most popular tools for digital transformation.

As digital business grows, the ability to extract insight from 
online customer touchpoints, or revise and improve production 
and service delivery channels, will be a baseline requirement  
for nearly every team member.
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