
Cognizant Reports

The End of  
the Beginning
Our latest research reveals real-world lessons and practical 
tactics to help your company thrive in the modern economy. 

By Paul Roehrig

November 2019



2 / The End of the Beginning

Cognizant Reports

Executive Summary

We’re 20% of the way through the 21st century. If your company is still 
around, congratulations, because many legacy businesses aren’t. 

By now, the stories of the decline and fall of great companies due to recent massive changes in  
technology and business are well known. Kodak, Blockbuster, BlackBerry, Sears and more. We tick  
through the names like some kind of protective incantation, hoping our companies won’t be part of  
the next spectacular collapse. 

Similarly, we chant the litany of companies we aspire to, usually digital natives like Google, Apple, Netflix. 
Many leaders desperately crave the software-company valuations granted to those seen as fit-for-purpose 
in the modern age. 

The old adage has never rung so true: “Learn from the mistakes of others. You can’t live long enough 
to make them all yourself.” By learning from senior business leaders — those who have earned more 
experience points by actually applying digital in their companies — we can assess what’s working, what’s not 
working, the returns to expect in the near term, where investments are paying off, optimal next steps based 
on where you are today, and what separates leaders from followers. 

In one of the most comprehensive studies of its type, we surveyed 2,491 business and technology leaders 
from multiple industries and worldwide that collectively account for about $21.6 trillion in annual revenue.1 
We also interviewed senior executives knowledgeable about advanced technology initiatives within their 
companies. All companies surveyed are in the process of adapting their workforces, business models, 
structures and financials to reflect modern ways of thinking and working. 

Unsurprisingly, some companies are doing much better with adapting to modern-economy realities than 
others, and the speed of change varies greatly by company and industry. To understand what leaders are 
doing better, we needed to separate leaders from laggards. 

RESPONDENTS SPEAK

“Digital is a once-in-a-lifetime change for many 

companies, and they’ll find their way to extinction if 

they’re not moving quickly enough to really embrace it.”

 > George Brady, Chief Technology Officer, Capital One 
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Indexing digital maturity

To calculate a relative digital maturity score, we looked at three criteria: 

 ❙ Ranking on a digital transformation framework: We scored companies across 13 key aspects  
of business and technology change (see Figure 2, page 7, for the full list).

 ❙ Ability to influence revenue through digital methods: Drawing on self-reported data, we  
analyzed the level of revenue influenced directly or indirectly by digital channels. 

 ❙ Benefits generated from digital: This included operational benefits, such as speed to market  
and improving cost efficiencies, and more strategic ones, such as greater shareholder value and  
market share. 

We then created a maturity score for each respondent, and separated each respondent into one of four 
categories (see Figure 1). This allowed us to identify who was succeeding with new technologies and 
approaches as well as those who may be a bit behind. (For more on the study methodology and how we 
calculated the maturity score, see Methodology, page 40.)

Response base: 2,491 business and technology leaders
Source: Cognizant
Figure 1



Cognizant Reports

4 / The End of the Beginning

We distilled our findings into easily digestible lessons that business and technology leaders can absorb and 
apply immediately. Here are some front-page headlines: 

We’re through the first inning of the Fourth Industrial Revolution. Executives have invested 
in new technologies for years, and those investments are paying off. Expectations for growth and 
savings over the next three years couldn’t be higher. 

Four guidelines to benchmark your digital maturity. Are you ready to invest almost 16% of 
revenue into new technology and business models in three years’ time? Are you cutting costs 
every year? Are new technologies influencing 21% of your revenue? If so, great! If not, you may 
be falling behind your competitors. 

Data should be on your boardroom agenda (really!). Data can be the hidden advantage for 
100-year-old companies battling industry disruptors. Across nearly 2,500 companies surveyed, 
60% are investing significantly in managing data. A vast majority are getting a reasonable return 
on investment (ROI), but leaders are getting even more. 

If you’re investing <10% of revenue on advanced technologies today, best of luck! On 
average, study respondents are investing an average of about 10% of revenue on new technologies 
today. If your company isn’t putting the right focus here, it may be time to short the stock.

Keep building the foundation. More than three-quarters of respondents have already made 
significant investments in cloud, mobile and cybersecurity. Fewer are investing in Internet of 
Things (IoT), process automation and data management — three foundational pillars of future 
productivity. 

Technology bets with the biggest payoff. Companies that are further along the maturity 
curve are ahead on revenue, profitability and more. The highest returns originate from the 
basics — notably the cloud and mobility. Leaders separate from the pack with returns on process 
automation, artificial intelligence (AI), data management, analytics and software. 

Find your customized starting line. Your next best move depends on where you are today. 
Some bets pay off more for less mature companies; others deliver higher ROI for leaders.  

The devil — and value — is in your back office. It’s easy to say, “Build a great customer 
experience,” but every industry is different. To unlock value, examine core business processes. 
What pays off most for a bank isn’t the same as for a retailer or manufacturer. Focus is critical.

Humans are still at the center of the digital economy. A majority of the companies 
succeeding today said the number-one lesson they’ve learned pivots around human insight. 
Focusing on people first (be they customers, employees or partners) — rather than technology — 
catalyzes top- and bottom-line improvements.

9%

$$
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Managing your 0s and 1s leads to more $s and £s and €s. Digital maturity correlates with 
increased profitability and revenue, but that is an oversimplification. The higher your company 
is on the maturity curve, the more benefit it gets from a wide range of business outcomes — 
increased customer engagement, ability to scale, market share and even shareholder value.

Rules of the road will help (and they are on the way). Many of us would probably say we don’t 
want more regulation and oversight. However, when it comes to new technology and business 
innovation, a majority of all respondents — from all companies in all parts of the world — believe 
that increased regulation could actually accelerate innovation. 

We conclude with six lessons, gleaned from our research findings and client work, that will help you keep 
your initiatives on track, and your career path intact.
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We’re through the first inning of the Fourth 
Industrial Revolution

The majority of study participants are already well into what the World 
Economic Forum calls the Fourth Industrial Revolution (“a fusion of 
technologies that is blurring the lines between the physical, digital and 
biological spheres”).2 

From strategy to innovation to IoT to automation to software deployment, more than half of all respondents 
are at an intermediate or even advanced state of deployment (see Figure 2, next page). But we have a 
long way to go, and our pace of change is extremely high. Experienced business executives have perhaps 
outsized expectations to move even faster, more aggressively, over the next 36 months. 

So even while these findings reveal the groundswell of progress being made with new technology, they also 
contain a clear warning for laggards: If you’re not moving fast already, you’re falling farther behind.
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Response base: 2,491 business and technology leaders
Source: Cognizant
Figure 2
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3. Innovation culture

4. IoT and connected products
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13. Artificial intelligence

Key components of the modern enterprise  
Percent of respondents in the implementation, maturing or advanced stage of each area of the digital maturity framework.
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Quick Take

Four guidelines to  
benchmark digital maturity
Although each industry and company is different, and regional differences abound,  
there are general trends worth noting. Here are four quick rules of thumb for a bit of  
self-diagnosis. 

1. Investment. If your company is not investing at least 9.8% of revenue on new 
technologies and business models across its operations, good luck! That’s the average 
investment being made today by respondents. Get ready to meet the average of 15.7% 
of revenue in three years. 

2. Margin improvement. If your company has not used new technologies to boost 
bottom-line performance by at least 2.3% over the past year, it is below the average of all 
companies we studied. 

3. Technology driving direct and indirect revenue. There are significant industry 
differences here, but if we look across all respondents, executives told us that, on 
average, 14.3% of revenue originated through digital channels, and 21.3% of revenue was 
“influenced” by advanced technologies (through marketing, digitally-enabled products 
and services, etc.) (see Figure 3). For leaders, the comparable percentages are 22% and 
30.5%, respectively. 

Leading with tech drives revenue returns

Direct Revenue Total Influenced Revenue

All respondents 14.3% 21.3%

Leader 22.0% 30.5%

Advancer 15.8% 25.3%

Implementer 11.9% 19.2%

Beginner 9.7% 13.6%

Response base: 2,491 business and technology leaders 
Source: Cognizant
Figure 3
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4. Strategy, data management, process automation and IoT. Of all 13 elements of 
our digital framework, these are the four areas in which leaders said they were most 
advanced (see Figure 4). The area of biggest difference between leaders and other 
organizations was AI, where 48% of leaders are advanced or maturing vs. just 19% on 
average for all companies in the study. If your organization feels it is behind in any of 
these areas, chances are good it is lagging the market. (For more on this finding, see our 
report “Investing in AI: Moving Along the Digital Maturity Curve.”)

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70

All respondents

Leaders

Enhanced/augmented workers

Human centricity

Improved customer/employee experience

Aligning operations with customer demands

Software deployment

Artificial intelligence

Innovation culture

Workforce transformation

Modernized core IT

IoT and connected products

Automation 

Data management

Digital strategy

Top areas of maturity 
Percent of respondents who said they were advanced or maturing in the following areas. 

Response base: 2,491 business and technology leaders 
Source: Cognizant
Figure 4

https://www.cognizant.com/whitepapers/investing-in-ai-moving-along-the-digital-maturity-curve-codex5050.pdf
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Data should be on your boardroom agenda (really!)

Mention the word “data” to a business executive, and you’ll likely be 
routed to IT because “that’s their problem.” But executives at every 
level who hope to succeed recognize that much of their business 
growth, savings and valuation are based on data. 

It starts with investment. Companies that recognize the value of code are investing, a lot! Over the past 
two years, 60% of respondents said they’ve invested at a moderate or high level in data management (see 
Figure 5). That’s a lot of dollars and euros going to manage a lot of zeros and ones. 

These investments are paying off better than most stock portfolios. Quite simply, data — and associated 
analytics — leads to both revenue growth and cost savings. About 64% of respondents say they’re getting a 
moderate or high return on investment related to data management. Leaders are getting even more ROI. 

Data management investments yield high returns  
Leaders realize higher ROI from data management.

Response base: 2,491 business and technology leaders 
Source: Cognizant
Figure 5
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One surprise is that the returns aren’t even higher. All of the top new applications of technology — 
harnessing AI and analytics, building great software, improving customer experiences, creating new IoT 
solutions — are severely undermined if the organization can’t harness code and manage/apply data. 

Data may be the new fuel, but the engine won’t run unless the fuel is “refined.” If your company is like most, 
your data looks more like Lego pieces scattered on the floor than something you could actually use to 
generate value. Analytics, applied AI, automation and other value-generating technologies can deliver 
value at scale only with data that’s correctly structured. 

Modernizing data is the first no-regret step every company should take. In fact, one in five respondents 
said that one of the most important lessons learned is to “make data an asset, not a liability.” That starts with 
making data accessible, usable and not locked in spreadsheets and databases across the company. 

From the top down — boardrooms included — company executives are taking meaningful steps to harness 
the power of the data they have and can get. As we’ve said elsewhere, data is one hidden advantage that 
100-year-old companies have against digital native disruptors. Finding, mining, managing and using that 
data — in an ethical and transparent way — is a new success imperative. 
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“One key lesson we’ve learned 
is to really have centralized 
but transparent and flexible 
investment choices. We use 
pilots to ensure that those 
investments actually are driving 
the outcomes that we planned.” 

 > Marisa Co, Vice President R&D Business Insights and Analytics,  
Bristol-Myers Squibb
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If you’re investing <10% of revenue on 
advanced technologies, best of luck!

“Follow the money” is good advice for journalists, but it’s 
also relevant to business decision makers. Regardless of 

vaunted B-school wisdom and PR hype, the real strategy is revealed by 
looking at how companies spend money.

To understand the level of overall investment in becoming digital, we asked executives what they’re 
investing in all technologies (including central IT and enterprise-wide business unit budgets). Across most 
industries, respondents reported a surprisingly consistent level of technology spend, at 10% of overall 
revenue on average, and across-the-board plans to dramatically increase that to a massive 16% on average 
over the next three years (see Figure 6). 

Considering the total revenue of all the companies in our study sample is around $21.6 trillion, this equates 
to about $2.16 trillion in current annual technology investment, and around $3.45 trillion in three years (not 
even counting the increase in the revenue base over that time). The average company in our study would 
be spending roughly $837 million on technology this year and raising it to $1.3 billion in three years.

To borrow from Everett Dirksen, the late U.S. Senator from Illinois, “a trillion here, a trillion there, pretty soon 
and you’re talking about real money.” 

Tech investment is growing across industries 
Respondents are investing almost 10% of revenue on advanced technologies, on average, with plans to boost that to almost 16%. 
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Today 7% 8% 10% 10% 9% 11% 11% 10% 10% 11% 11% 11% 10%

In three years 12% 14% 16% 16% 15% 17% 17% 17% 16% 17% 17% 15% 16%

Growth 88% 73% 62% 62% 61% 59% 58% 55% 55% 55% 52% 35% 60%

Response base: 2,491 business and technology leaders 
Source: Cognizant
Figure 6
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Keep building the foundation 

Every day, we work with leaders from many of the most important 
companies in the world. Not a single one has a bag of cash sitting in 
an emergency box labeled, “In case of digital transformation, break 
glass!” In spite of that, savvy business leaders have found a way to begin 
changing their organizations. 

Most companies have started to put the essentials in place. More than 77% of study respondents say they 
have already made significant investments in the cloud (the true engine of the modern economy), mobile 
(everyone is on the move) and cybersecurity (the new endless war) (see Figure 7, next page). 

This is a good start, but these technologies have been maturing for years. While companies leading here 
will continue to build competitive advantage, this is still not enough. Our take is that future growth (and 
savings) will come from continued investment in the cloud but also deployment of new technologies. 

Early leaders are investing real money into the next value-creating technology. At least 60% of respondents 
are making big investments into IoT, process automation and data management. Companies waiting for 
additional proof about process automation or seeking one more slide deck on data management ROI or 
arguing whether IoT matters to them will soon find themselves on the wrong side of the growth curve.

In spite of the frothy media coverage, organizations are investing less overall into cutting-edge 
technologies such as virtual reality, nanotechnology, blockchain and quantum computing. These will 
change our world someday, but large enterprises are not throwing much money at them. With few 
exceptions, these are areas for careful experimentation more than bet-the-firm investments.

More than 77% of study respondents say they have 

already made significant investments in the cloud, 

mobile and cybersecurity. Future growth will come from 

continued investment in new technologies, such as IoT, 

process automation and data management. 
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Technology investment highs & lows 
Percent of respondents who’ve made a significant investment in each area in the past two years.

Response base: 2,491 business and technology leaders 
Source: Cognizant
Figure 7
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It’s also helpful to look at the areas of biggest difference between leaders and beginners. Some areas — 
for example, moving to the cloud or seeking cost reduction through global sourcing — show very little 
difference between leaders and laggards (see Figure 8). 

However, when it comes to data management, AI, cybersecurity and strategy setting, there’s a vast 
difference between how leaders and beginners expect to invest over the coming three years. Companies 
that want to become (or remain) leaders should recognize how today’s leaders are placing their bets for  
the future.

Tactics that lead the pack 
Percent of respondents planning to invest significantly in the next three years.

Response base: 2,491 business and technology leaders 
Source: Cognizant
Figure 8
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Technology with the biggest payoff

ROI — whether that return is savings, growth, valuation 
or social impact — has been, and will remain, a defining 
philosophy for making investments. We can learn a lot 

from business executives who have already put their company’s money 
down on key initiatives and seen a positive business impact. 

We now know that some bets are paying off more than others. More than 70% of companies are already 
receiving moderate or high ROI on what should now be seen as low-risk bets — cloud, mobile technology 
and cybersecurity (see Figure 9). Any organization not piling compute loads onto the cloud better have 
a really good reason – intelligence community data, plans for spaceships, the recipe for Kentucky Fried 
Chicken, etc. — or be preparing for an early retirement. 

Calculating technology’s returns 
Percent of respondents who said they are getting “moderate” or “high” returns on these investments.

Response base: 2,491 business and technology leaders 
Source: Cognizant
Figure 9
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Digging a bit deeper, when asked which aspects of the modern enterprise are having the largest positive 
impact on revenue over the last year, the difference between leaders and laggards is particularly vast in 
automation, AI, data management, software deployment and focusing on humans (inside and outside the 
company) (see Figure 10).

Separating leaders from laggards

Technologies driving revenue impact

Beginners realizing 
high positive impact  

on revenue 

Leaders realizing 
high positive 

impact on revenue 

Difference 
(in percentage 

points)

Automation 12% 31% 19

AI 4% 23% 19

Data management and analytics 13% 31% 18

Software deployment 10% 22% 12

Human-centric, tech-enabled products and services 11% 22% 11

Workforce transformation 18% 29% 11

Response base: 2,491 business and technology leaders 
Source: Cognizant
Figure 10
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Find your customized starting line

A question we hear every day is, “OK, we get it, but where 
exactly should we start?” The answer is: It depends. 
Finis Origine Pendet means “the end depends on the 

beginning.”3 Not every company is at the same point in its new economy 
journey, so the starting points vary. 

We looked at which investments deliver the highest return on performance (revenue growth and cost 
reduction) depending on where a company is on the maturity curve (see Figure 11). Here’s what emerged: 

 ❙ Think strategy at the start! Developing a business and technology strategy — regardless of a company’s 
stage of maturity — is the top way to jumpstart early-stage performance. This remains important in later 
stages as companies fine-tune their strategy to meet changing objectives and market conditions. If your 
company doesn’t have a clear view of your strategy for new technology by now, you should. 

 ❙ Build your innovation muscle from the get-go. Having an innovation capability can make your 
organization a player in the Fourth Industrial Revolution. An innovation culture enables organizations to 
boost performance across all areas of digital endeavor.

 ❙ Proficient data management amps performance for more mature companies. As companies advance 
in maturity, managing data better — and therefore being able to derive insights, apply intelligence, drive 
growth and more — provides fuel for continued advancement. 

 ❙ Unleash the bots. Automation — applying software to make work more efficient — should be on nearly 
every roadmap. It’s a good way to contain costs and improve efficiency, as well as free capital to invest in 
other modern-economy initiatives (and upskill your workforce). 

Where you are defines where to start  
Areas of investment where respondents are realizing highest ROI.

Beginner Implementer Advancer Leader

1 Digital strategy Digital strategy Automation Automation

2 Innovation culture Automation Digital strategy Data management

3 Align with demands Innovation culture Data management Transform workforce

4 UX Transform workforce Transform workforce Digital strategy

5 Modernized IT UX Human centricity AI 

Response base: 2,491 business and technology leaders 
Source: Cognizant
Figure 11
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“A company’s longevity can 
be threatened if it isn’t able to 
change. If an organization was 
built to do one thing and it’s 
been focused on the bottom 
line while the market moves 
away — be it through changing 
client preferences or new 
competitive threats — it may be 
difficult for that company to then 
adapt quickly unless it has the 
muscle and mindset of change 
embedded in its people.” 

 > Neesha Hathi, Chief Digital Officer, Charles Schwab
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The devil — and value — is in your back 
office

At the core process level, each industry is different. 
Payments, loans and wealth management make 

a bank a bank. If your organization focuses on drug discovery, 
pharmacovigilance and manufacturing, you’re a pharmaceutical 
company. This is the work that makes your company, yours! 

Our findings indicate that the best play for real-world near-term value comes from focusing on core 
business process improvements. Focus can mean the difference between success and failure. 

Examining the top three processes where respondents see impact today and expect a bigger impact in the 
next three years, two strategic points stand out: 

 ❙ Process investments with the best payoff are largely oriented around work directly touching 
customers. The truth about the modern economy — something we’ve been saying for years now —  
is that as we become more technically enmeshed, the human experience will become even more of  
a value driver.

 ❙ Business decision makers have already started mining the seams of value in their middle and back 
offices. The vast majority of processes expected to deliver value based on new technology will stay the 
same between today and the coming three years (see Figure 12, next page). 

$$
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Technology is reshaping work in every industry 
Top three processes where respondents see impact today and expect a bigger impact in the next three years.

Industry Impact from digital tech today Expected impact in three years 

Financial 
services

Payment processing and services (67%)
Consumer lending, loan servicing, loan processing (60%)
Customer enrollment and onboarding (59%)

Payment processing and services (88%)
Client services and advisory (84%)
Consumer lending, loan servicing, loan processing (83%)
Customer enrollment and onboarding (83%)

Healthcare 
(payers and 
providers)

Customer enrollment and onboarding (64%)
Integrated care management (56%)
Revenue cycle management (52%)

Customer enrollment and onboarding (84%)
Integrated care management (76%)
Value-based care management (75%)

Insurance
Customer service and contract administration (73%)
Customer enrollment and onboarding (70%)
Customer self-service (65%)

Customer enrollment and onboarding (86%)
Customer service and contract administration (84%)
Customer self-service (84%)

Life sciences
Research & discovery (61%)
Manufacturing and production (58%)
Regulatory operations and submission (54%)

Research & discovery (87%)
Manufacturing and production (82%)
Safety case intake and processing (81%)

Retail
E-commerce (71%)
Store operations (62%)
Inventory management (62%)

E-commerce (90%)
Inventory management (84%)
Store operations (84%)

Consumer 
goods

E-commerce (71%)
Manufacturing and production (59%)
Production planning (57%)
Purchasing and product lifecycle management (57%)

E-commerce (89%)
Manufacturing and production (89%)
Production planning (88%)

Manufacturing
Quality control (63%)
Manufacturing and production operations (63%)
Production planning (manufacturing or floor operations) (59%)

Quality control (89%)
Service and distribution (88%)
Production planning (manufacturing or floor operations) (87%)
Manufacturing and production operations (87%)

Telco
Customer enrollment and onboarding (67%)
Consumer-facing platforms and self-service (63%)
Service provisioning, installation, dispatch and control (61%)

Consumer-facing platforms and self-service (85%)
Customer enrollment and onboarding (84%)
Service provisioning, installation, dispatch and control (78%)
Network resource development (78%)

Media, 
entertainment 
& publishing

Digital platforms (76%)
Media research (73%)
Digital production/fulfillment (68%)

Digital platforms (93%)
Media research (90%)
Advertising sales (buy or sell-side) and ad operations (89%)

Technology
Cloud migration (77%)
Digital supply chain (68%)
Manufacturing and production (65%)

Cloud migration (91%)
Manufacturing and production (89%)
Digital supply chain (87%)

Utilities
Transmission/distribution (62%)
Generation (59%)
Wholesale markets (44%)

Generation (77%)
Retail markets (76%)
Transmission/distribution (76%)
Wholesale markets (76%)

Response base: 2,491 business and technology leaders 
Source: Cognizant
Figure 12
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“Our success in digital health will  
come from not only having access 
to data and new platforms, but also 
changing the way in which we  
work. We are actively pursuing 
significant changes to our operating 
model, with the goal of breaking 
traditional silos, bringing the 
patient to the center and working 
collaboratively across functions to 
enable informed decisions through 
data and technology.” 

 > Marisa Co, Vice President R&D Business Insights and Analytics,  
Bristol-Myers Squibb
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Humans are still at the center of the digital economy 

In spite of all the terror-inducing hyperbole about robots taking over 
the world, humans are still in the loop in virtually every business value 
chain (and will stay there).4 

For years now, forward-leaning companies — often agencies, companies with switched-on CMOs and 
creative platforms like Adobe — have applied new technologies to improve human experiences that span 
shopping, banking, travel and wellness. 

When we looked at advancers and leaders in our study, 48% said a top lesson-learned was to start their 
initiatives with human insight.

This is a significant historical shift from when IT was often deployed because it could be, not because it 
should be. If you want proof, look at all the corporate apps on Google Play or Apple’s App Store that are 
either not used, despised or both. The same is true of internal process software on which most business is 
run. Most of these apps seem like relics from the 1980s (because they are). 

“When we look at the benefits of digital investment, 

we focus on the customer experience. We firmly 

believe that if our customer experience is taken care 

of, everything else follows: the value follows, the 

profitability follows, the cost optimization follows.” 

 > CEO of a restaurant chain operator
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In fact, the ability to align new technologies with human requirements — workforce transformation, 
improving consumer and employee experiences, etc. — is a key difference between companies leading 
with technology and laggards (see Figure 13).

Putting people ahead of technology 
Percent of respondents who are “advanced” or “maturing” in each area.

Response base: 2,491 business and technology leaders 
Source: Cognizant
Figure 13

“Digital transformation is much more about the people 

and the mindset than it is about the technology. In some 

ways, the technology’s the easy part. The people and 

the mindset are really where the challenges are.” 

 > Neesha Hathi, Chief Digital Officer, Charles Schwab
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Focusing on people first, rather than technology, improves both the top and bottom lines. Here again, our 
data reveals significant differences between leaders and laggards. Across the board, leaders noted that 
prioritizing humans rather than technology has a significant impact on both cost savings and revenue 
growth compared with companies further down the maturity curve (see Figure 14).

Beautiful design and elegant code might be sexier, and it’s necessary, but the hard part of creating our 
experience economy is plain old heavy lifting. Three primary challenges stood out that impact the entire 
company (see Figure 15, next page): 

 ❙ Integration. Seeking growth by connecting data, content, technology and human experience is the top 
challenge. Bridging gaps between functions and sharing data across organizational silos has flummoxed 
larger organizations since the 1950s. When things were slower, expectations were lower, and friction 
across business units was a bit more manageable. Now, however, customers are more demanding than 
ever, and the stakes are much higher.

 ❙ Scaling for the future. Companies hoping to serve customers at a large scale face distinct challenges. 
In addition to personalized experiences, they also need to ensure consistency, compliance, security, 
transparency and beauty. This requires the ability to scale in ways that change how even 100-year-old 
companies do business.

 ❙ Learning what people want and need. Companies that focus on gaining customer insight perform 
better than those that do not. 

A human touch drives growth while lowering cost 
Percent of respondents saying high positive impact on revenue/cost.

Beginner Leader

Workforce transformation
Cost 17% 28%

Revenue 18% 29%

Human-centric, tech-enabled 
products and services

Cost 9% 15%

Revenue 11% 22%

Response base: 2,491 business and technology leaders 
Source: Cognizant
Figure 14
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Top challenges to value 

Response base: 2,491 business and technology leaders 
Source: Cognizant
Figure 15

Beautiful design and elegant 
code might be sexier, and it’s 
necessary, but the hard part of 
creating our experience economy 
is plain old heavy lifting.
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Managing your 0s and 1s leads to  
more $s and £s and €s

The data shows that “becoming digital” pays off (improving revenue 
growth as well as profitability). 

Companies leading with technology are reaping a bounty from their investments: customer retention, 
better profitability, higher growth and even shareholder value and market share (see Figure 16).

The business benefits of digital leadership  
Percent of respondents who are realizing each benefit.

Response base: 2,491 business and technology leaders 
Source: Cognizant
Figure 16
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While we can’t definitively correlate digital leadership with greater profitability, we can say that enhanced 
maturity contributes to higher margins and revenue growth. (There’s one caveat: Beginners had better 
margin performance than all groups, other than the leaders because they are investing less.)

In the Fourth Industrial Revolution, it still takes money to make money. Costs rise as companies invest in 
new technology. That spend should drive growth. The real question is: What is the total net impact of our 
investments in advanced technology? 

Our research reveals that as companies advance through phases of digital maturity, the net positive 
impacts accumulate and drive performance — like the compounding effect of interest on an investment. 

Leaders win on profits 
Leaders report higher mean net profit as a result of their continued investment in advanced technology. 

Response base: 2,491 business and technology leaders 
Source: Cognizant
Figure 17
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As Figure 18 shows, beginners realize a net economic impact (revenue minus cost) of 2.7% of overall 
revenue. As companies move from beginners to implementers, they realize an additional net impact 
equal to 1.7% of revenue, for a total net impact of 4.4%. The net impact continues to increase as maturity 
increases. The trip from start to finish generates a net benefit equal to 9.0% of revenue. 

In dollar terms, for the average company with revenues of $8.5 billion, as a beginner the company would 
have a net impact equal to $230 million. Moving from beginner to implementer unlocks an additional $140 
million, and moving from implementer to advancer unlocks a further $160 million. Moving from advancer to 
leader generates an additional $240 million. The total value that can be unlocked by moving from beginner 
to leader is approximately $770 million.

The digital force multiplier
As beginners become leaders, net benefits (revenue minus cost) grow to 9% of revenue, unlocking total value 
of $770 million for the average company in our study with revenues of $8.5 billion. 

Response base: 2,491 business and technology leaders 
Source: Cognizant
Figure 18

LeaderAdvancerImplementerBeginner

2.7%

4.4%

6.3%

9.0%

The trip from start to finish generates a net benefit 

equal to 9.0% of revenue. 
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Rules of the road will help (and they’re on 
the way) 

If you ask a driver piloting a vehicle down the road, “Hey, 
how would you like more rules and regulations on how 

you drive?” The response will likely be, “Umm, no thanks.” 

That seems fairly predictable. Except in the case of new technology and business innovation, it’s not accurate.

One of the more surprising findings of our study is that a majority of respondents — from all companies, and 
all regions of the world — believe that increases in regulation will actually accelerate innovation (see Figure 
19, next page).

We’ve seen this before. In the early 20th century, we had cars — sharing the roads with horses — trying 
to operate without stop signs, traffic lights, street lights, speed limits, licensed drivers and many other 
navigational conventions of today. (Imagine a typical city traffic jam today without these regulations and 
guidelines, then add horses, and you get the idea.) The rules we have in place today all help reduce chaos. 
Driving is not perfect, but it’s largely predictable, and we nearly always end up in the right place. 

While a surprising majority of respondents see the overall regulatory landscape as an accelerant to 
innovation, not all regulations are considered equal. 

One of the more surprising findings of our 

study is that a majority of respondents — from 

all companies, and all regions of the world — 

believe that increases in regulation will actually 

accelerate innovation.
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Antitrust regulation and 
intellectual property rules 
were seen by more than 30% 
of respondents as potential 
inhibitors to innovation. This 
could be a sign of pure profit-
seeking behavior, or these types 
of regulations may just be seen as 
inconvenient. 
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Specifically, antitrust regulation and intellectual property rules were seen by more than 30% of 
respondents as potential inhibitors to innovation. This could be a sign of pure profit-seeking behavior (a 
symptom of late-stage capitalism perhaps), or these types of regulations may just be seen as inconvenient. 

Make no mistake, like it or not, we are quietly rewiring the rules that will shape our lives for years. Patent and 
IP rules, industry regulations, anti-trust laws, privacy rules (such as GDPR in Europe), autonomous vehicle 
regulation, tax laws for tech companies, net neutrality, taxation (even citizenship?) for bots, laws to help AI 
and labor exist in harmony, health data laws, job licensure, sharing economy regulation and much more. 
The list of new policy dimensions goes on, and it gets longer with every news cycle or tech breakthrough.5 

The key takeaway is that these rules of the road, in aggregate, are not stop signs on the road to progress. 
In fact, they are more likely green lights that help innovation move more smoothly and efficiently for those 
who are ready. 

Regulatory rise: innovation catalyst or crusher 
Percent of respondents who believe these areas of regulation will accelerate innovation.. 

Response base: 2,491 business and technology leaders 
Source: Cognizant
Figure 19
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“Companies that say regulation 
is going to slow down innovation 
are more likely to be laggards, 
while innovators and leaders look 
at regulations as opportunities 
to invest, so that they are more 
prepared for the future.”

 > Chief Digital Officer of technology solutions provider to the financial 
services industry
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Avoid these six mistakes and stay gainfully employed 

A few years ago, digital was seen as somewhat theoretical, optional, the 
NMP (the next manager’s problem). But now there is no reasonable 
doubt; if you’re not moving ahead — fast — with strategies and tactics 
to stay relevant in the modern economy, the door marked “Success!” is 
closing for you.

Every company is moving, applying advanced tools and technologies to gain business value. There are 
leaders and laggards, but most are in the middle. We have finished the first inning, but the game is long, and 
you can win (even if you’re playing catch-up).

Jobs — your job, my job, all our jobs — matter immensely. Based on our findings, client work and other 
research, here are six career killer mistakes to avoid.

Assume things will get easier
Last year, and the year before, was hard. You wrestled with cloud migration, ran a lot of 
“digital pilots,” tried to figure out what was vapor and hype vs. something that would 
deliver value. It’s a mistake, though, to believe you’ve gone the hardest yards, that 
tomorrow will be easier. Don’t fall into the trap of thinking you are finished or well on 
the way. 

If you’re in a company like most, you probably have a solid foundation, and that’s great, but you’re just 
getting started. Recognize that the largest gap between beginners and leaders requires “keeping up with 
customer expectations for a fully personalized experience.” That’s not easy, but it’s essential to staying 
relevant in the modern age. Familiarize yourself with our findings around cost and revenue growth that 
every industry is expecting. That’s your minimum goal, and you can do it, but realize this is a very long game.

We have finished the first inning, but the game is long, and 

you can win (even if you’re playing catch-up).

4
1
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Consider software an IT problem
When members of the IT tribe talk to members of the business tribe, and use words like DevOps, Agile, 
Hadoop and Waterfall, the business tribe tends to either nod off or head for the door. That may have 
worked in the past, but in the modern economy, it’s all about code. Software is everyone’s concern because 
it’s how business gets done. 

Large platform players will continue to grow in power as they orchestrate communications, retail, mobility 
and much more. Other companies will use software to improve customer experiences or get more 
productivity out of their middle- or back-office work. The details of how you use software to compete and 
win will be specific to your company and your customers, but it’s certain that software – up and down every 
value chain in every industry and sector — will only get more essential to creating value. 

Organizations working together will create the best software, the most useful, the most beautiful.6 
Businesses that maintain traditional barriers, that make anything to do with code exclusively an IT problem, 
will soon see their own extinction event in the windshield.

Ignore your data
Our study findings, work with clients and other research show that organizations are struggling to make 
sense of mountains of data packed away in Excel files and data centers across every major enterprise. There 
are many paths to value with data, and yours will depend on what process or experience you’re trying to 
impact, but there are two common steps that must be taken. 

 ❙ First, don’t ignore it. Whether you call data fuel, air, water or whale oil, it matters more to business now 
than ever before, and the value of information will only increase. 

 ❙ Second, once you’ve decided not to ignore it, it’s time to use it. Most data — whether it’s sales 
reports, transaction records, shipping orders, customer surveys or logs from an online experience — is 
simply sitting there, unused. To harness it, manage it, turn it into something that you can actually use, 
you need to act on it. 

A majority of business executives told us they’re getting a good ROI for investments in data management. 
Leaders are investing more and getting more by focusing on data. Modern data management is among the 
most important steps any company can take to win in the new economy.

Unfortunately there is no Marie Kondo7 for data who can take an afternoon to tidy it up so it gives you joy. 
There are, however, realistic steps you can take to modernize your current data architecture, and there are 
tools you can use to make that much less painful than you can imagine. Do that. The worst thing you can do 
is just leave it alone and hope for the best. 

4 5
21

5 6
2 3
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The details of how you use 
software to compete and win will 
be specific to your company and 
your customers, but it’s certain 
that software — up and down every 
value chain in every industry and 
sector — will only get more essential 
to creating value. 
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Wait for AI to ‘happen’
Like a compressed spring or the air bag in your car, real business impact from AI seems poised to expand 
rapidly, but we’re clearly still in the early adoption stage for most companies. For the 47% of respondents 
who said they’re making significant investments in AI, 59% believe the ROI is significant. 

This tells us that a dollar invested in AI today is leading to a great return on investment for those willing to 
place their bets. However, when we asked about which types of innovation are hardest to manage, 42% of 
respondents awarded the highest degree of difficulty to harnessing AI and analytics. 

Value is being generated, but it’s not always simple. Expectations for AI to impact the business are still high, 
and money is flowing into figuring out how to apply AI at scale, beyond pilots and science projects. A head-
in-the-sand approach, waiting for yet another study or timing the market is never a good long-term bet. 

Smart companies will draft behind the big spenders, launch dozens of pilots, be ready to absorb some 
failure and move fast to scale. Focus on improving productivity in your middle- or back-office work rather 
than building a real-world “god-bot” version of a HAL 90008 for your call center. 

Take your time
We’re used to hearing “go faster” all the time, and velocity is certainly a difficult concept to apply in many 
companies. But for winners of the modern economy, speed is life. Our study presents a very clear but 
deadly logic. If your company is stalled now, it’s not too late, but the economics are increasingly against you. 
It’s clear that companies are already separating from the pack based on how they deploy new technologies 
for growth and savings. It’s also clear that the chasm between winners and losers is growing at an alarming 
rate. The longer you take to catch up, the wider the gap you have to close. 

Panic is never a good business strategy, but at this point, shorting technology for growth is actually the 
riskiest bet you can make. 

We’re used to hearing “go faster” all the time, and 

velocity is certainly a difficult concept to apply in many 

companies. But for winners of the modern economy, 

speed is life. 

4
1
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Treat this organizational change like any other project
Another easy mistake is to think pivoting to digital is just like any previous technology 
project. In most projects, there’s a beginning, middle and end. However, whether you 
look at data from Cognizant’s Center for the Future of Work, the World Economic 
Forum, the McKinsey Global Institute or any other credible source, it’s clear that 
technology is becoming increasingly more important to business, not less. This is an 
ongoing secular shift, not a single IT project or process re-engineering project. 

Trying to apply automation and AI to a single business process is a good start, but remember, you will need 
to do this for nearly every process and customer experience. If your organization has migrated certain 
workloads to the cloud, great, but most have a long way to go toward being all-encompassing. Using 
modern software engineering techniques for your mobile app is the way to go, but the future of software 
requires new organizational structures and methods for creating and managing code. 

The point is, becoming truly fit for the modern economy is not a project — like a crash diet — it’s a new 
healthy habit to develop. The longer you wait, the tougher it gets. 

“As an organization, we need to shift from a mindset of 

having everything 100% figured out before we act, to 

well informed hypothesis via research with a bias for 

action, measurement and adjustment. In this model 

what we ‘learn’ is as important as what we ‘do’”

 > Dick Daniels, Chief Information Officer, Kaiser Permanente

5 6
2 3
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Methodology
To learn what companies are doing to succeed in the modern economy, Cognizant and ESI ThoughtLab 
conducted a worldwide study from April to May 2019 of 2,491 C-level executives and their direct reports 
across regions and industries and from a mix of enterprise functions. In addition, ESI ThoughtLab 
conducted interviews with senior executives in more than 20 companies across industries and world 
locations. Our main research objective is to help organizations develop an evidenced-based roadmap to 
digital leadership, validated by performance metrics already achieved by companies and enriched through 
valuable executive insights. 

The breakdown of the survey sample is displayed in the following graphs.

Respondents by region and country Respondents by revenue

Respondents by industry 

Respondents were spread evenly by industry (healthcare payers, healthcare providers, technology 
hardware, technology software, consumer products, financial services, industrial manufacturing, insurance, 
life sciences, media/entertainment/publishing, retail, telecommunications, utilities). Each of the 12 
industries represented 8% to 9% of the sample, or approximately 200 respondents per industry. Hardware 
and software companies were combined into one of the 12 industries. 

34%
North America

34%
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24%
Asia Pacific

8%
Middle East*

* UAE, Saudi Arabia, Oman

25%
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Respondents by title

How we produced the digital maturity curve
Our team of experts from Cognizant and ESI ThoughtLab drew on proprietary and secondary research, 
as well as first-hand consulting knowledge, to create a digital transformation framework to use as part 
of our survey and benchmarking exercise. The 13 areas in this framework included digital strategy and 
roadmap, automation, data management and analytics, workforce transformation, innovation culture, 
software deployment, IoT and connected products, modernized core IT, aligning operations with customer 
demands, use of artificial intelligence, improved consumer/employee experience, human-centricity and 
enhanced/augmented workers. 

By incorporating this framework into our survey questions, we were able to derive a maturity score for each 
company surveyed. This score was based on how respondents answered three key questions:

 ❙ What stage of development is your company at in the following areas of digital transformation now? 
(This question included all the areas in our digital framework.)

 ❙ What percentage of revenue comes through traditional channels and was influenced by digital? 

 ❙ Which of the following benefits is your company receiving from digital transformation today? These 
included a wide range of strategic, operational and performance-related benefits.

CEO/COO            9%

CFO  5%

CTO/CIO/CDO              14%

Chief Innovation Officer  5%

Chief Sales/Revenue Officer 4%

Chief Strategy Officer 4%

CMO 4%

Chief Data Officer 4%

CHRO  5%

Other C-level executive 2%

President               15%

SVP/VP               15%

Senior Director               15%

(Percentages do not total 100% due to rounding)
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