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 What does it mean to be a digital innovator? 

 Digital innovators use digital technologies or assets, such as software, applications, or data, to differentiate their businesses, 
create competitive advantage, and disrupt the market. To create innovative digital products and services, organizations 
must become software producers, adopting new tools and technologies, embracing new strategies, and shifting their 
internal cultures. While digital innovation is often discussed in the context of external customer-facing products or services, 
an end user could be an internal constituent. Innovators may find that investments in digital technologies that are used by 
employees have notable impact in terms of efficiencies gained or the ability to deliver products faster, for example.  

The most successful digital innovators are able to build digital technology that ultimately enables additional valuable 
business outcomes beyond those that were the initial target of the technology. For instance, an organization may create 
a data product that serves its typical customer base but may find over time that packaging the deliverable in slightly 
different ways or adding new capabilities allows for the delivery of a set of additional products, each targeting new 
sectors. Creating this kind of value engine on top of a digital offering defines an organization as a mature digital innovator.  

 What are some practical steps an organization can take to become a digital 
innovator? 

 IDC research indicates that many companies don't implement any processes or programs to enable digital innovation. 
While there is no particular set of programs that guarantees success, an organization is unlikely to spur digital innovation 
without putting in some effort. Organizations that have achieved medium or high levels of digital innovation success are 
more likely to have such programs in place, such as creating an incubator program, running hackathons, or implementing 
a process for beta testing new ideas. 

Many successful digital innovators also say that vocal support from senior executives for digital initiatives is key. That kind 
of support from above ensures that teams across the organization, ranging from legal to marketing, are willing to 
contribute to digital innovation projects. However, support from senior leadership isn't a given, and if it's not in place, a 
potentially lengthy education process may be required to demonstrate to them why and how digital innovation can 
deliver key business outcomes.  

Digital innovators use software to develop differentiating products and services for  
end users and drive ongoing business benefits. 
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The culture of an organization also should not be overlooked; fostering a "fail fast" mindset and an environment that 
doesn't put blame on individuals can help ignite innovation. Building a culture that supports collaboration across teams 
also boosts efficiencies and drives creativity. Enacting a cultural change can be challenging, but putting in place the right 
culture can have a significant impact on outcomes.  

 What technologies enable digital innovation? 

 Digital innovation requires agility — the ability to move fast when creating new products, services, and features in order 
to stay ahead of the competition, respond to customer demand, and disrupt industries. To be agile when developing 
digital products and services, organizations require a number of key technologies.  

One is automation: Employing automation and orchestration tools helps speed the software delivery life cycle and has 
the added benefit of driving improved performance and security posture. Automation also allows organizations to shift 
workloads away from rote work to projects that deliver differentiation.  

Cloud-native technologies similarly support agility and thus digital innovation goals. For instance, building an application 
using containers and a microservices architecture makes it easier for teams to quickly iterate on a digital product or service. 
Likewise, hybrid cloud is another important tool in enabling digital innovation because it allows organizations to choose the 
right cloud for the right job. Cloud is an essential part of digital innovation because it allows organizations to very quickly 
make services available to customers and also scale up or down as needed.  

Further, DevOps represents an important practice for enabling agility and digital innovation. When organizations 
integrate development and operations functions, they adopt processes that speed the software development life cycle. 
They also achieve improved application performance and team performance. 

 How do organizations foster the kind of culture that enables and accelerates 
digital innovation? 

 IDC finds that culture often makes or breaks an organization's efforts to drive digital innovation. While changing a stifling culture 
into a culture where innovation thrives is challenging, a few approaches can help. For instance, organizational models can have 
a significant impact on culture. Creating a DevOps organization gives teams that were once isolated shared ownership in a 
software product, which typically results in the creation of a more collaborative environment.  

Informal techniques that support collaboration are also useful. Teams that involve adjacent teams when an initiative is 
launched rather than partway through development tend to have more success generating support for a project.  
For example, when a product team generates an idea for a digital product and loops in stakeholders from legal, sales, 
technology, and marketing teams very early in the process, those stakeholders are usually more engaged and collaborative.  

Practical changes can help too. Enforcing team expectations and meetings that approach failure as an opportunity to 
learn rather than to place blame empower individuals to be creative, take risks, and build on past experiences. That kind 
of mindset can be supported through carefully structured and enforced meeting agendas. 
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 When it comes to digital innovation, do you recommend outsourcing to 
vendors, or is it better to DIY? 

 Many organizations take a mixed approach, using some internal and some outsourced resources when building digital 
innovation capacity or developing innovative digital products and services. There are several good reasons for an 
organization to look outward for help: 

» The skills gap. Many organizations are struggling to hire the number of technologists that they require. Turning to 
outsourcers can fill the gap. IDC finds that organizations often take a strategic approach here — for instance, using 
outsourced support to help with an emerging technology for which they have little or no internal expertise. Doing so 
can allow organizations to go to market faster than if they have to first develop new expertise internally.  

» New practices. Services firms can be helpful to organizations that want to make significant internal changes in order 
to support ongoing digital innovation. A services firm can help an organization navigate the changes required to build 
a DevOps team and enact a cultural shift. Services firms can bring in deep expertise in reshaping organizations.  

» Strategic planning. Outside firms can be valuable in guiding organizations through strategic planning requirements 
ranging from considerations about ways that the business model might shift around a new digital deliverable to 
how to think about technology sourcing when building a new digital offering. Drawing on the breadth of 
experience available from services and consulting firms can be significantly valuable, particularly for organizations 
that are embarking on a new journey toward enabling digital innovation. 
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Nancy Gohring, Research Director, Future of Digital Innovation  
Nancy Gohring is Research Director for IDC's Future of Digital Innovation market research service.  
She focuses on software innovation programs in the enterprise and their potential to drive efficiencies into 
corporate processes, generate new revenue streams, respond to customer demand, and improve 
competitiveness. Her research examines ways that enterprises can best execute on the four pillars of 
software innovation — plan, source, develop, and distribute — and highlights leading enterprises that have 
developed successful new approaches to these competencies. 
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MESSAGE FROM THE SPONSOR 

About Red Hat  

Red Hat is a leading provider of enterprise open source software solutions, using a community-powered approach to 
deliver reliable and high-performing Linux, hybrid cloud, container, and Kubernetes technologies. Red Hat helps 
customers integrate new and existing IT applications, develop cloud-native applications, standardize on industry-
leading operating systems, and automate, secure, and manage complex environments.  

Award-winning support, training, and consulting services make Red Hat a trusted adviser to the Fortune 500. As a 
strategic partner to cloud providers, system integrators, application vendors, customers, and open source 
communities, Red Hat can help organizations prepare for the digital future. 

Red Hat and Intel partnership 

Spanning more than 25 years, Intel and Red Hat's long history of engineering achievements includes advanced 
software-defined infrastructure and industry-standard platforms that improve data center agility and flexibility. 
Together, Red Hat and Intel provide innovative and secure enterprise-level solutions that help our customers gain a 
competitive advantage. 
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