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A guide to self-disruption: 
Driving growth through enterprise innovation strategies in the 
digital age

In an age of digital disruption, most big companies talk about the need for innovation. 
In our experience, however, very few large companies have established successful 
innovation strategies.     

In a recent Accenture survey

93% 
  of enterprise-level executives said they think 

innovation is critical to their business, but only 

1.Woeter Koetzier and Adi Alon, “Why Low Risk Innovation is Costly”
http://www.accenture.com/sitecollectiondocuments/pdf/accenture-why-low-risk-innovation-costly.pdf
2. “Corporate Innovation is Within Reach: Nurturing and Enabling an Entrepreneurial Culture”
http://www.accenture.com/SiteCollectionDocuments/PDF/Accenture-Survey-Enabling-Culture-Innovation-Entrepreneurialism.pdf
3. https://www.fjordnet.com/conversations/fjord-launches-annual-trends-report-2015/

34% 
  said they believe they have a well-defined 

innovation strategy in place.1

In another Accenture study

52% 
  of corporate employees surveyed said they had 

pursued what they thought to be an innovative 
and/or entrepreneurial idea, but only 

20% 
  

said they believed that management 
was supportive of such new ideas.2 Many 
characteristics – including sheer size, 
organizational hierarchies, aversion to risk, and 
the need to report results to shareholders on a 
quarterly basis – prevent large companies from 
being successful innovators.

Nowadays, innovation often revolves around 
digital technologies, and innovative companies 
are using digital to enter new businesses, offer 
new products and reach new customers. As 
Accenture’s Technology Vision 2015 pointed 
out, these companies are essentially digitizing 
every employee, process, product and service. 

More and more, these companies seek to 
keep pace with (and eventually surpass) ever-
greater customer expectations – expectations 
that have been referred to as bordering the 
realm of the magical, where companies can 
anticipate customers’ intentions, provide the 
most enticing and convenient end- to- end 
experiences and deliver value-added services in 
and around their core offering.3 

http://www.accenture.com/sitecollectiondocuments/pdf/accenture-why-low-risk-innovation-costly.pdf
http://www.accenture.com/SiteCollectionDocuments/PDF/Accenture-Survey-Enabling-Culture-Innovation-Entrepreneurialism.pdf
https://www.fjordnet.com/conversations/fjord-launches-annual-trends-report-2015/
http://techtrends.accenture.com/us-en/downloads/Accenture_Technology_Vision_2015.pdf
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What do we mean by innovation in the 
digital age?
Innovative companies are defined by the organization’s willingness to 
consistently identify, explore, develop and bring to scale new ideas that help 
drive new value. While innovation can involve large or small projects, it is the 
ability to consistently bring big ideas to scale that differentiates the most 
innovative enterprises from the rest. Gains in operational efficiency are always 
welcome, but in the long run, real competitive differentiation is provided by 
big, customer-facing, market-reshaping ideas.

Digital technologies provide great opportunities to achieve this differentiation. 
Leading organizations are investing in and leveraging digital technologies such 
as social, mobile, analytics and the connected Internet of Things to better engage 
with customers, build out new services in and around their core businesses, and 
even build ecosystems connecting multiple players to help enhance their  
value proposition. 

Companies with strong digital innovation strategies put themselves in position 
to grow market share and differentiate themselves from competitors, while 
those lacking such strategies risk losing market share to more innovative 
disruptors inside or outside their industries.
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Case studies 
Disney, BBVA and Caterpillar – Digitally innovative 
enterprises that consistently disrupt their status quo.
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Disney refers to customers as “guests” and has 
aggressively leveraged digital to enhance and expand 
the guest experience. 

For example, Disney’s interactive vacation planning 
tools offer convenience for guests planning their 
trips - including advance entrance ticket bookings 
and restaurant reservations - all conveniently logged 
in the guest’s account, which can be accessed and 
updated directly from the guests’ smartphones while 
on vacation. The program also allows for advance 
booking for certain attractions and “fastpass” lines, 
as well as the ability to link digital photographs taken 
by photographers throughout the park to the guest’s 
account. MagicBand bracelets allow guests staying at 
Disney hotels to unlock their hotel rooms, enter theme 
parks, check in at the attractions they have pre-booked, 
and automatically charge food or have merchandise 
delivered directly to their hotels. 

Disney is committed to innovation. Its Strategic Innovation Group “identifies and develops 
new businesses for Disney to enter across all of its business lines and manages the corporate-
wide process for business innovation.”4 Disney also invests in research laboratories, has formed 
strategic relationships with academic institutions such as Carnegie Mellon and, recently, has 
developed its own start-up accelerator program.5 

4. https://theinnovationenterprise.com/summits/cino-summit-new-york-15/speakers
5. Disney innovation websites: 
http://www.disneyresearch.com/research-labs/
http://disneyaccelerator.com/

Disney
Innovating to enhance the  
“guest” experience

https://theinnovationenterprise.com/summits/cino-summit-new-york-15/speakers
https://theinnovationenterprise.com/summits/cino-summit-new-york-15/speakers%0D
http://www.disneyresearch.com/research-labs/
http://disneyaccelerator.com/
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BBVA has long shown commitment to digital innovation. It has made significant investments in building a 
customer-centric technology platform upon which to develop new services largely focused on mobility.7 BBVA’s 
leadership strategy includes the formation of a new division called Digital Banking to accelerate the bank’s 
transformation and boost development of new digital businesses.8 The bank has also established an Innovation 
Center – with plans to open more around the world – and is creating a knowledge network, described as an 
open, collaborative model that “promotes interaction with the innovation ecosystem, particularly entrepreneurs, 
startups and developers. ”9

In a pioneering open-innovation initiative to attract new talent and fresh ideas, BBVA opened up access to 
anonymous card transaction data in the 2014 Innova Challenge and invited developers from all over the world to 
come up with innovative applications.10

From drive-through video-conferencing to its mobile 
wallet capabilities BBVA has a history of creating 
innovative ways to engage with customers.6 Now BBVA 
is looking beyond banking to drive new value-building 
interactions with its customers. 

For example, the bank provides car buyers with 
information, not only about the list price of the car  
they are looking at, but about the car’s “real” selling price, 
while also offering auto loan and insurance information. 
The bank’s goal is to ensure its customers can negotiate 
the best deal. By providing this deep level of service, the 
bank becomes what Accenture calls the Everyday Bank 
– strengthening its ability to serve young, tech-savvy 
customers who expect to buy products at the best prices 
thanks to cheap, accessible digital technology. 

6. “BBVA goes multifunction with new ATMs.” ATM Marketplace. January 16, 2014.
7. BBVA news release. “The future of banking is decided in places like this one.” March 4, 2015.
http://press.bbva.com/latest-contents/press-releases/francisco-gonzalez-8220-the-future-of-banking-is-decided-in-places-like-this-one-
8221__9882-22-c-110409__.html
8. BBVA news release. “BBVA changes its organization to accelerate the Group’s digital transformation.” March 21, 2014.
http://press.bbva.com/latest-contents/press-releases/bbva-changes-its-organization-to-accelerate-the-group-8217-s-digital-
transformation__9882-22-c-107570__.html
9. BBVA “Innovación” website: 
https://www.centrodeinnovacionbbva.com/en/specials/who-we-are
10. BBVA news release. “Innova Challenge drives the development of hundreds of apps with BBVA data.” December 20, 2013.
http://press.bbva.com/latest-contents/press-releases/n-a__9882-22-c-106697__.html

BBVA 
Innovating beyond banking to  
delight customers

http://www.accenture.com/SiteCollectionDocuments/financial-services/accenture-everyday-bank.pdf
http://press.bbva.com/latest-contents/press-releases/francisco-gonzalez-8220-the-future-of-banking-is-decided-in-places-like-this-one-8221__9882-22-c-110409__.html
http://press.bbva.com/latest-contents/press-releases/francisco-gonzalez-8220-the-future-of-banking-is-decided-in-places-like-this-one-8221__9882-22-c-110409__.html
http://press.bbva.com/latest-contents/press-releases/bbva-changes-its-organization-to-accelerate-the-group-8217-s-digital-transformation__9882-22-c-107570__.html
http://press.bbva.com/latest-contents/press-releases/bbva-changes-its-organization-to-accelerate-the-group-8217-s-digital-transformation__9882-22-c-107570__.html
https://www.centrodeinnovacionbbva.com/en/specials/who-we-are
http://press.bbva.com/latest-contents/press-releases/n-a__9882-22-c-106697__.html


99

Caterpillar invested in a telematics platform to be able to offer new services. The company also opened a Data 
Innovation Lab – with intentions to open more around the world – that will help “tackle experimental and high-
risk challenges that standard practices can’t address, allowing the company to identify and explore breakthrough 
and disruptive opportunities through data analysis.”12 Caterpillar is also a member of the Digital Manufacturing 
and Design Innovation Institute.13 The company embraces a collaborative approach to innovation and partners 
with industry, government and academic institutions around the world, while also encouraging and celebrating 
employee creativity.

Caterpillar has a strong legacy of innovation,  
going back to its founders, who were first to market 
with diesel-powered, track-type tractors. Now 
Caterpillar is finding innovative ways of using digital 
technologies to bring new value to customers. 

For example, Caterpillar offers telematics-based digital 
solutions to help its customers (and dealers) better track 
and manage their assets, creating new value in and 
around its core business of equipment manufacturing. 

To provide further value to its end customers, 
Caterpillar is now working with Yard Club, a startup 
company that intends to provide a peer-to-peer 
equipment rental platform which would enable fleet 
owners to earn income on idle equipment.11

11. Caterpillar innovation website:
http://www.cat.com/en_US/news/machine-press-releases/caterpillar-investsinpeertopeerequipmentrentalstartupcompanyyard.html 
12. Caterpillar innovation website: 
http://www.caterpillar.com/en/news/caterpillarNews/innovation/caterpillar-announces-grand-opening-of-first-data-innovation-lab.html
13. As mentioned in White House press release: 
https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2014/02/25/president-obama-announces-two-new-public-private-manufacturing-innovatio

Caterpillar 
Innovating with the end (B2B) customer  
in mind 

http://www.cat.com/en_US/news/machine-press-releases/caterpillar-investsinpeertopeerequipmentrentalstartupcompanyyard.html
http://www.caterpillar.com/en/news/caterpillarNews/innovation/caterpillar-announces-grand-opening-of-first-data-innovation-lab.html
https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2014/02/25/president-obama-announces-two-new-public-private-manufacturing-innovatio
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Why do so many good companies struggle 
with innovation?
A consistent approach to innovation does not come easily for most enterprises. Successful 
organizations are, of course, geared toward efficiency and productivity – often to the detriment 
of innovation. A number of factors can get in the way of a structured, focused innovation 
strategy, including: 

Complacency

Large enterprises tend to play by established rules. 
It is difficult for such companies to foresee where 
disruptive new competitors might arise, and equally 
difficult for them to think about becoming disruptors 
themselves. The return on experimentation, with digital 
technologies or with other forms of innovation, may 
seem to be too distant to merit consideration. Many 
of these organizations must answer to shareholders 
on a quarterly basis, and nearly all face intense 
price competition in an increasingly connected and 
globalized world. For such companies, risk-taking, 
experimentation and efforts to harness employee 
creativity can be seen as luxuries or distractions from 
the “core business.” 

Operational structure

Large companies tend to operate with a business-
unit-centric mentality, with each organization and 
sub-organization primarily concerned with its own 
performance. Even large business units with digital-
savvy leadership can only take the innovation agenda 
so far within the confines of their own operations; 
some of the most high-impact ideas actually come 
from collaborative thinking across different business 
units. The larger the organization, the more barriers to 
communication there are, and the costs of coordinating 
time, effort and energy may seem to outweigh the 
perceived benefits of sharing ideas outside one’s own 
sphere of daily activities. 

Hierarchical organizations

Large enterprises typically have a hierarchical 
structure, with a top-down approach to management. 
Employee ideas may be tapped for initiatives related 
to continuous improvement, but less frequently for 
bigger and more strategic undertakings. While one 
might argue that pioneering innovation is what made 
most companies successful to begin with, it is because 
they have grown so large that many enterprises need to 
establish a deliberate focus on driving innovation or risk 
inevitable disruption by others. 
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Six guiding principles to successful digital 
innovation strategies
Through our work with and observations of companies of all sizes around the world – as well 
as our own ecosystem and our own innovation programs – we have developed six guiding 
principles for companies seeking to gain market share through innovation, generally and 
through digital innovation in particular.

For these principles to work, companies must have certain digital building blocks in place. 
Social, analytics, mobile, cloud and the Internet of Things have become the fundamental tools 
for driving innovation in the digital age. These represent significant investments and can 
take time to establish; but once the basic building blocks are in place, new possibilities for 
innovation open up. 

The guiding principles are: 

Focus on Customers

Embrace of Openness – 
Inside and Out

Empowered 
Facilitation TeamParallel Processes 

and Metrics

Pervasive 
Leadership Commitment

Ecosystem Building

Investment in 
Digital Capabilities



12

1. Focus on Customers 
Establish an innovation agenda that is defined in 
terms of the value it brings to the end customer. 

Tactical Considerations

• The underlying theme – from top-level executive 
meetings all the way down to department meetings – 
should be the need for everyone in the organization to 
put themselves in their customers’ shoes and look at 
things from their perspective.

• The organization should be challenged to think about 
how services in and around the core business might 
provide extra value to the customer.

Amazon’s Jeff Bezos has been known to leave a seat 
open during key meetings to make sure the customer 
is represented in the room.14

2. Pervasive Leadership Commitment
The leadership – usually represented by the  
CEO – elevates the innovation agenda to a 
strategic priority and pushes the commitment 
to exploring new ideas to drive new value 
throughout the organization. 

Tactical Considerations

• The metrics by which the performance of leadership is 
evaluated include leading indicators of innovation, such 
as number of new ideas explored, touch points with the 
innovation ecosystem and collaborative ideation sessions 
attended and/or orchestrated.  

• Awards, incentives and performance management 
criteria are developed to encourage innovation-driving 
behaviors among employees at all levels.

14. George Anders. “Inside Amazon’s Idea Machine: How Bezos Decodes Customers.” 
http://www.forbes.com/sites/georgeanders/2012/04/04/inside-amazon/

3. Empowered Facilitation Team
An innovation leader or leadership team is 
set up to facilitate a collaborative approach 
to innovation across the organization, 
encouraging a holistic consideration of the 
customer experience.

Tactical Considerations

• A CEO-endorsed governance structure is set up to 
establish a dedicated (and funded) innovation team, 
along with named innovation champions from each 
business unit and an executive steering committee.

• Innovation leaders are trained in breakthrough 
thinking facilitation techniques as well as idea 
crowdsourcing techniques.

• The Innovation Team includes a dedicated research 
function focused on collecting and disseminating 
interesting examples of what other companies, other 
industries and other countries are doing in terms  
of innovation. 

4. Embrace of Openness – Inside 
and Out
In innovative organizations, employees (and 
sometimes even customers) are seen as a 
source of value-creating ideas. 

Tactical Considerations

• Ideation campaigns – whether ongoing or periodic 
– are held to tap into employees’ (and sometimes 
customers’) ideas. These campaigns are clearly 
focused on well-defined strategic imperatives. Some 
solicit short, individually submitted ideas upon 
which others can comment and build. Others require 
thorough submissions that adhere to guidelines from 
either employee teams or external audiences. Many 
companies hold idea “jams” that bring  
together diverse perspectives for an intense, 
dedicated day of coming up with new ideas for 
clearly defined challenges. 

http://www.forbes.com/sites/georgeanders/2012/04/04/inside-amazon/
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15. AT&T Foundry website: 
http://about.att.com/innovation/foundry

• Platforms such as Procter and Gamble’s “Connect 
and Develop” program can be created to tap into other 
companies, individuals or service providers that can 
enhance the overall customer value proposition.

AT&T has a robust innovation program and strongly 
embraces open innovation. It set up The Innovation 
Pipeline (TIP), an employee crowdsourcing platform 
soliciting ideas from over 130,000 active members 
from across 54 countries. Top ideas are pitched 
to executive sponsors and some move on to 
prototyping through the AT&T Foundry innovation 
centers and AT&T Advanced Technology Labs. The 
AT&T Foundry also holds “FutureCast” sessions 
to engage with enterprise executives, startup 
founders, academics, journalists and public officials 
to spark new ideas.15 

5. Parallel Processes and Metrics
A set of business processes, decision-making 
criteria and performance metrics – different 
from those used within the core business – is 
set up to explore and develop innovative ideas. 

Tactical Considerations

• Special processes are set up to consistently capture, 
vet and incubate new ideas. 

• Funding decision criteria are clearly defined, 
reflecting long-term potential in addition to short-
term ROI, and allowing for a higher degree of 
experimentation than might be accepted within the 
established core business processes.

• The role of the innovation team is recognized as 
non-traditional and is measured against a balanced 
set of leading indicators of innovation, rewarding 
experimentation and evidence of long-term vision.

The AT&T Foundry, set up in 2011 and representing 
over $100 million in investment from a number 
of strategic partners, has “started more than 200 
projects and deployed dozens of new products 
and services”. It explores ideas coming in from 
The Innovation Pipeline as well as from external 
sources. It was set up precisely to achieve faster 
commercialization times than could be achieved 
within the core AT&T business.16

6. Ecosystem Building
Investing in collaborative and strategic 
partnerships with third parties to enhance  
value propositions. 

Tactical Considerations

• Partnerships with university research centers that 
combine the company’s industry expertise with the 
university’s prowess in scientific research. 

• Working with the startup community through 
ventures, partnerships with incubators or even starting 
up a company-funded accelerator program as Disney 
has done in recent years.

• Alliances with partners or other organizations that 
bring new value to the company’s offering.

Philips is teaming with Salesforce to build 
a platform to reshape and optimize the way 
healthcare is delivered. Philips’ HealthSuite Digital 
Platform is creating an ecosystem of developers 
building healthcare applications to enable 
collaboration and workflow between doctors and 
patients across the entire spectrum of care.17

16. Ibid.
17. Accenture Technology Vision 2015.
http://techtrends.accenture.com/us-en/downloads/Accenture_Technology_Vision_2015.pdf

http://about.att.com/innovation/foundry
http://techtrends.accenture.com/us-en/downloads/Accenture_Technology_Vision_2015.pdf
http://techtrends.accenture.com/us-en/downloads/Accenture_Technology_Vision_2015.pdf%0D
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Conclusion
In today’s digital age, meeting customer needs is 
necessary, but not sufficient, for profitable growth. 
Companies need to go the extra mile – to surprise 
customers with new value and even anticipate their  
needs before the customers know what they want. 

Pursuing digitally based innovative growth is good for 
business, but it requires an appetite for experimentation 
and a commitment to disrupt the status quo that does 
not necessarily conform to the traditional operating 
models and structures of most companies. It also requires 
a significant investment in the foundational building 
blocks of digital upon which to drive innovation. The 
good news is that a recipe for successful innovation 
exists. The key is a strong focus on the customer as well 
as leadership commitment to the innovation agenda. 
Also important are a distinct set of people and processes 
to facilitate collaborative ideation and experimentation 
across the organization as well as a willingness to look  
for new ideas from the outside. By adapting these 
elements in ways that make sense for their own 
organization, companies can pursue innovative  
growth and open doors to new and potentially  
market-differentiating opportunities.
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