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Can you remember a more turbulent few months in your lifetime? We 
can’t. The impact of the pandemic is everywhere. Long established norms 
have been cast aside, daily routines have been upended and a return to 
normality remains some time off.  

No sector of society has been immune. For many areas of the defence 
community, the impact of COVID-19 has been far reaching. Although 
smaller teams have been able to seamlessly transition to working from 
home, it has also shone a harsh spotlight on areas which may have 
otherwise remained hidden.    

For example, it is painfully clear that some of the basic processes – from 
supply chain to administration – are unnecessarily dependent on the 
human operator. Likewise, the technical infrastructure is not scaled or 
resilient enough to deal with current capacity, despite the commercial 
and industrial sectors having operated remote working effectively at scale 
for many years. 

Inevitably, these shortcomings have had something of a catalytic effect. 
The need to identify how the defence community can accelerate its ability 
to implement digital transformation to improve resilience and better 
resource allocation has become crystal clear. Unfortunately, and as our 
colleague Mivy James has pointed out, genuine transformation requires 
far more than just digitising outdated processes.

But that doesn’t mean it can’t be done.

The Digital Transformation Journey

Digital transformation is not a destination, 
but a journey, and one that can require you 
to traverse some challenging terrain. Here, 
Sandy Boxall and Rob Clifford explain why only 
the careful orchestration of people, process, 
technology and culture will get you moving in 
the right direction

https://www.baesystems.com/en/cybersecurity/blog/going-digital-is-one-thing-transformation-is-quite-another
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“Transformation is not about a specific 
technology or innovation. Its real 
benefits come from re-engineering 
processes and enabling new ways of 
operating, which means that it is more 
about culture than anything else”

Knowing the ropes
The sheer scale of available online research into digital transformations is a testament to 
the fact that such projects are hardly new, nor straightforward. Organisations large and 
small, military and civilian, have for many years been seeking to harness the power of 
new technologies. Why wouldn’t they? When deployed well they can help deliver untold 
benefits ranging from greater efficiencies and agility to enhanced productivity and profits.

The prevalence of new technologies has crystallised another challenge: the advent of 
Machine Speed Warfare. Technology available to both the UK and its potential adversaries 
means that to remain strategically lethal, there is real need to urgently embrace new 
approaches such as open systems architecture, robotics and artificial intelligence.

Transformation, however, is not about a specific technology or innovation – an admission 
that may seem somewhat surprising from two employees of an international technology 
consulting firm. But actually, its real benefits come from the re-engineering of processes 
and enabling new ways of operating, which means that it is more about culture than 
anything else. 

That’s because if you want to sustain technological innovation and have it accelerate 
even greater change then you require a clear plan for how you are going to achieve it. 
Embedding a long-term cultural change to make sure the organisation continues to 
adapt also reflects the reality that digital transformation is an enduring process and not 
something that occurs overnight.  

Unfortunately – and we know it’s a cliché – but transformations remain easier said than 
done. It’s an unwelcome fact that the majority fall short of their objectives – with some 
research finding that 70% end in disappointment. 

The reasons are manifold. Sometimes it can be down to the aim being unclear across 
the enterprise whereas the arrival of new technologies or indeed personnel can prompt 
demands for a change of direction. In the early stages, transformation projects are very 
vulnerable to being killed off, either through lack of budget or lack of engagement, 
making it all too easy for unsupportive stakeholders to find fault and derail progress. 
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“If you want to 
sustain technological 
innovation and have 
it accelerate even 
greater change then 
you require a clear 
plan for how you are 
going to achieve it” 

Barrier busting 
So how might the defence community manage this ever present risk? The good news is that there is already some 
ground-breaking work underway, particularly in the Royal Navy, which is currently engaged in a whole scale digital 
transformation journey

NEMESIS, the Royal Navy’s Technology and innovation Portfolio of Accelerators, is helping streamline processes and cut 
through paperwork, while NELSON is spearheading the Navy’s drive to rapidly accelerate the exploitation of advanced 
data analytics and artificial intelligence. And then there’s NavyX, the Autonomy and Lethality Accelerator which is rapidly 
developing, testing and trialling cutting-edge equipment and new technologies, and MarWorks, an innovation team 
driving digital change across military communications operations.

The ongoing success of such projects is vital. That’s because the right sort of innovation project or programme – like 
these examples – can motivate and enthuse a whole organisation. They point the way forwards, win credibility and 
demonstrate a better way of doing things. The biggest impact you can have is providing quick and visible wins. 

Of course, the idea of small experiments and fail fast trials is nothing new – they are now used by many organisations 
with considerable initial success.  However, moving from small moderately successful trials to a cross organisation roll out 
is fraught with difficulty. It’s hard to translate the energy and momentum at a local level to the wider stage – sometimes 
the local level just doesn’t have that top down view of how the pieces can fit together and cohere.

https://www.baesystems.com/en/cybersecurity/feature/enabling-the-royal-navy-to-gain-insights-from-data


baesystems.com/governmentinsights 5 // 8

“The right sort of 
innovation project 
or programme can 
motivate and enthuse 
a whole organisation. 
They point the way 
forwards, win credibility 
and demonstrate a 
better way of doing 
things”

View from the bridge
This means that it’s all the more important for the creation and implementation of a clear strategy and visible support and 
buy-in from leadership. It requires careful work and planning to implant the DNA of what makes innovation so successful at 
the local level into the genetic material of the wider enterprise. 

The Navy’s appointment of its first ever Chief Technology Officer, Brigadier Dan Cheesman, as well as the establishment of 
an executive level Digital and Data Board, underscore that transformation and innovation are not ends in themselves – they 
must be in pursuit or something. And that something – and how achieve it – requires a strategy.

A strategy sounds quite grand, but when you break it down to its core components – it’s about  ensuring that your individual 
parts add up to a coherent whole and will move you in the direction of your future objectives. While all the time doing the 
best to remove uncertainty and obstacles along the way. 

It’s not about making everything look and work the same, or curtailing ambition or local autonomy, but rather about having a 
guide rope to help the journey as well as drive coherence and common purpose. In other words, it comes down to seeing the 
big picture and making projects and programmes add up to something greater than the sum of their parts, and while it may 
focus on the longer terms, it needs to be rooted in the here and now. Successful delivery in the short term is a critical enabler. 
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Tricky? Of course. 
Achievable? Absolutely.

Wind at its back
But while transformations remain replete with challenges, it is possible to engineer real change from the local 
level. The task now is to take these and scale them up across organisations. 
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