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Break the Wall offers a clear, concise guide to successfully leading digital transformation. 
Importantly, this is as much about culture and organizational empowerment as it is tech-
nology and business strategy. The authors have studied a wide range of companies who 
have been through this journey and distilled their collective experience and wisdom into 
seven key insights that will give you a tremendous advantage in yours.

—Scott Brinker, VP Platform Ecosystem at HubSpot, Editor of chiefmartec.com

“Digital Transformation” is probably one of the most popular business buzzwords these 
days, but the urgency of it is still real. At this point, most business leaders have a good sense 
of the “what” and the “why,” especially because we see it every day in the leading brands 
who are capturing more of our spend. But the “how” can feel daunting. In “Break the 
Wall,” the AMA does a masterful job of laying out why transformation is not just procla-
mations from the top and moving budgets around. It stems from a customer-first, data-first 
approach to looking at one’s strategy.  And when you do, it quickly becomes clear that 
removing the “walls” within most organizations, which were set up for an older vision of 
efficiency and control, becomes one of the most important accelerators of change.  Whether 
it is linking data, bringing cross-functional teams together to improve customer journeys, 
speeding up time to market, or just bringing more diverse views together to drive innova-
tion, breaking the walls must be a critical priority for the business -- beyond getting the 
tools, hiring the data scientists, and enhancing one’s design skills. But that’s not easy. The 
AMA’s book does a masterful job of providing practical examples -- from large, small, B2C, 
B2B, and businesses across sectors -- that can provide guideposts for how to think through 
one’s own roadmap for change. Every leadership team realizing that their change efforts 
have stalled, or who are even just beginning, need to read this book, share their learning, 
and use that to pinpoint the walls to break and the techniques for doing so.

—David Edelman, Former CMO of Aetna & CVS

Every major company is going through digital transformation, yet most of these efforts lead 
to limited success. In their book Break the Wall, the authors provide a clear roadmap for 
successful digital transformation. Anyone engaged in this journey should read this book.

—Sunil Gupta, Edward W. Carter Professor of  
Business Administration at Harvard Business School

A rare work assembling the world’s leading academics, professionals and thought leaders 
in confronting one of the great organizational challenges of today: how do we do anything 
with all of this data? Finally we have a title that can make the process of digital transfor-
mation real.

—Neil Hoyne, Chief Measurement Strategist at Google

Finally, a book about digital transformation that provides a roadmap to overcome organi-
zational obstacles and achieve the goals that so many companies aspire to. Break the Wall 
breaks the mold, with provocative insights by its all-star authors with a narrative that is so 
clear and compelling that leadership teams across the enterprise will be inspired to embrace 
and act upon. 

—Ed Keller, CEO, The Keller Advisory Group

The book offers an insightful and timely guidance for achieving digital transformation in 
a post-Covid highly competitive market. The authors managed to create an encompassing 
framework that emphasizes the iterative-adaptation process that is critical to achieving 
organizational change in a fast-paced environment. Each chapter provides actionable nug-
gets, making the book a mirror for executives seeking to identify why existing efforts may 
not be as effective as expected.

—Chris Leong, CMO, Schneider Electric

Packed with pitfalls, stories, and straight talk perspectives from those on digital transfor-
mation journey, “Break the Wall: Why and How to Democratize Digital in your Business” 
is a fantastic handbook for today’s leaders. The real-world insights, from different indus-
tries, gives all of us the path to close the gap between the current and desired status of our 
own digital transformation and build long-term organizational resiliency.

—Diana O’Brien, Former CMO of Deloitte

Definitely both a “why” and “how” book! Whether you’re just now considering a digital 
transformation or already halfway through one, Break the Wall will give you cause for 
pause, along with the insights you’ll need to ask the most useful questions, going forward. 

—Don Peppers, author, speaker, and customer experience authority
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AMA INTRODUCTION TO  
BOOK SERIES

Welcome to marketing in the twenty-first century – the age of data, 
social, mobile, automation, and globalization. The field is changing 
so quickly, it’s difficult to keep up. There is an increasing uncertain-
ty about the profession’s mission and responsibilities. Meanwhile, 
the demands marketers face are ever more complex and critical.

This is why the American Marketing Association (AMA) 
has engaged some of the world’s most innovative professionals,  
academics, and thought leaders to create The Seven Problems of 
Marketing – a seven-book series that introduces and explores a 
new set of organizing and actionable principles for the twenty-first-
century marketer.

Each book in the series takes a deep dive into one problem, 
offering expertise, direction, and case studies while striking a 
balance between theory and application. The goal is to provide 
a contemporary framework for marketers as they navigate the 
unique challenges and vast opportunities of today’s dynamic global 
marketplace.

Here are the seven problems addressed in the series:

	 Problem 1: Effectively targeting high-value sources of growth.

	 Problem 2: Defining the role of marketing in the firm and 
C-suite.

	 Problem 3: Managing the digital transformation of the modern 
corporation.

	 Problem 4: Generating and using insight to shape marketing 
practice.

	 Problem 5: Dealing with an omni-channel world.
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	 Problem 6: Competing in dynamic, global markets.

	 Problem 7: Balancing incremental and radical innovation.

Importantly, the books in this series are written by and for mar-
keters and marketing scholars. All of the conceptual and analyti-
cal frameworks offered are born from practice. The authors have 
applied their tools and methods in client settings, allowing them to 
test and refine their ideas in the face of real-world challenges. You’ll 
read true stories about how marketers have used innovative think-
ing and practices to overcome seemingly impossible dilemmas and 
bring about game-changing success. Theories are explored in a way 
that busy marketers can understand viscerally. Client stories have 
been incorporated to illustrate how to apply the analysis frames as 
well as deal with application and practice-based issues.

Our fundamental aim with this series is to hone the practice of 
marketing for the twenty-first century. The AMA has asserted that 
there is a critical tension within every enterprise between “best” 
and “next” practices. Marketers often choose best practices because 
they are safe and proven. Next practices, which push boundaries 
and challenge conventions, can be riskier. Few enterprises, however, 
transform themselves and achieve breakout performance with best 
practices alone. The next practices discussed in this series are often 
responsible for driving outperformance. The books in this series 
are designed to engage you on two levels: individually, by increas-
ing your knowledge and “bench strength,” and organizationally, 
by improving the application of marketing concepts within your 
firm. When you finish each book, we are confident you will feel 
energized and think differently about the field of marketing and 
its organizing principles. Through the explanation of theory and 
compelling examples of its application, you will be empowered to 
help your organization quickly identify and maximize opportuni-
ties. After all, the opportunity to innovate and make an impact is 
what attracted most of us to the field of marketing in the first place.

Russ Klein
CEO, American Marketing Association



BOOK SERIES OVERVIEW

In 2016, the AMA established its first-ever intellectual agenda. 
This intellectual agenda focused on complex, challenging, and 
difficult-to-solve problems that would be of interest to both aca-
demics and practitioners. A working team of scholars and practi-
tioners, selected by AMA leadership, identified seven big problems 
of marketing as the foundation of the agenda. These problems 
were ranked from a much longer list of challenges. These seven 
big problems shared three attributes: they were pressing issues that 
confronted every organization, they were C-suite level in scope, 
and they could not be solved by one article or book. Indeed, the 
team felt that each problem could trigger a decade-long research 
agenda. A key purpose of the AMA intellectual agenda was thus 
to stimulate research, dialogue, and debate among the entire AMA 
membership.

The purpose of the AMA book series is to shed a deeper light 
on each of the seven problems. In particular, the aim of the series is 
to enable readers to think differently and take action with regard 
to these big problems. Thus, the book series operates at two levels: 
individually, increasing your knowledge and bench strength, and 
at the organization level, improving the application of marketing 
concepts within your firm.

Given the nature of these problems, no single book or article 
can fully address the problem. By their very nature, these problems 
are significant, nuanced, and approachable from multiple vantage 
points. As such, each of the books provides a single perspective 
on the issue. This single perspective is intended to both advance 
knowledge and spark debate. While the books may emerge from 
academic literature and/or managerial application, their funda-
mental aim is to improve the practice of marketing. Books selected 
for the series are evaluated on six criteria:
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1.	 Seven Big Problems Focus: Each book is focused on one of the 
seven big problems of marketing. These problems identify key 
conceptual issues in the field of marketing that are the focus of 
emerging academic research and that practitioners are actively 
confronting today.

2.	 Audience: The book is written primarily for an audience of 
thoughtful practitioners. Thoughtful in this context means that 
the practitioner is an active reader of both professional articles 
and books, is dedicated to enhancing his/her marketing knowl-
edge and skills, and is committed to upgrading the organiza-
tion’s marketing culture, capabilities, and results. A secondary 
audience is academics (and students) and consultants.

3.	 Integrated Framework: The book provides an integrated frame-
work that delineates the problem and offers a detailed approach 
for addressing it.

4.	 Field-based Approach: The authors have applied their frame-
works in client settings. These client settings enable authors 
to test and refine their frameworks. Conceptual and analysis 
frameworks are enlivened via practice and case examples that 
demonstrate application in the field. Named and/or disguised 
client stories illustrate how to apply the analysis frames, how 
to deal with application issues, and other practice-based issues.

5.	 Academic Literature: The integrative frameworks should be new 
to the marketplace. The conceptual frameworks should extend 
existing thinking and the analysis frameworks should provide 
new ways to conduct marketing-related analysis.

6.	 Readability: The book should be intelligible to the average read-
er. The concepts should be clearly defined and explained, and 
cases written so that a reader can understand the content on a 
first read.

On behalf of the AMA, I am excited to bring these books to 
market. I am anxious to hear your feedback – both positive and 
challenging – as we move the field forward.

Bernie Jaworski
AMA Book Series Editor



BIOGRAPHY

Zeynep Aksehirli is an Associate Professor of Management and 
Organizational Development. Her academic interests lie at the 
intersection of various topics including organizational design, 
leadership, market strategy, and virtual work. She has published 
various articles and books on corporate culture, network struc-
tures, leadership competencies, and intranet design. Prior to joining 
Northeastern University, she taught at Boston College and NEU 
College of Professional Studies. Earlier, she was an Assistant Pro-
fessor and Founding Faculty in Ozyegin University School of Busi-
ness and Tuck School of Business in Dartmouth.

Yakov Bart is an Associate Professor of Marketing and Walsh 
Research Professor at Northeastern University. His research exam-
ining marketing implications of new digital technologies and busi-
ness models has been funded with multiple research awards and 
grants. He presented at numerous academic conferences across the 
globe, and published in leading marketing and management jour-
nals, including Marketing Science, Journal of Marketing Research, 
Journal of Marketing, Management Science, and Harvard Business 
Review. His research published in Decision Analysis and Journal 
of Interactive Marketing won Best Paper awards. He has received 
several awards for outstanding teaching in Executive Education 
programs at INSEAD and teaching excellence at Northeastern Uni-
versity, and was named as one of the world’s top 40 undergraduate 
business school professors by Poets&Quants. He is a frequent speak-
er at international business summits and industry events, including 
Teradata Analytics Universe and World Knowledge Forum.

Kwong Chan is an Academic Specialist at Northeastern University 
and serves as the Executive Director of the Digital, Analytics, Tech-
nology, and Automation Initiative at Northeastern University and 
Managing Director of the quantitative consulting firm Better Data 



xii Biography

Group LLC. He leads teams to tackle challenges in the area of deep 
analytics and human behavior and has published research across 
domains including product innovation, advertising, public policy, 
engineering, and marketing.

Koen Pauwels is a distinguished Professor at Northeastern 
University and Co-director of its Digital, Analytics, Technology, 
and Automation (DATA) Initiative. He received his Ph.D. from 
UCLA, where he was chosen as a Top 100 Inspirational Alumnus. 
After getting tenure at Tuck, he helped build the startup Ozyegin 
University in Istanbul. Named a worldwide top 2% scientist, he has 
published 4 books and over 80 articles on marketing effectiveness 
that have received multiple awards from managers (Google, WPP, 
and Syntec), academics (O’Dell, Davidson, and Varadarajan) and 
institutions (Marketing Edge award for most promising research 
and the Gary Lilien Practice Prize). While writing this book, he was 
the President of the American Marketing Association’s Academic 
Council.



PREFACE

Over the past 10 years, all Fortune 500 firms have undergone some 
form of digital transformation. This could be narrow transforma-
tion focused on migration from multi-channel to omni-channel 
marketing communication or a very broad transformation of the 
entire strategy of the firm. Somewhat surprisingly, it often the case 
that firms have taken a very narrow view – examining social media, 
big data, and the transformation of marketing communications. 
However, for those firms who recognize the tidal wave of digital 
change, the C-suite is focused on much larger issues of business 
model change, the reconfiguration of their value chain, and, in 
many cases the future competitive advantage of the firm. Certainly, 
this is very evident in the world of banking, platform firms such 
as Google, and in the hotly contested media and entertainment 
markets. However, even traditional industrial firms such Becton-
Dickinson, Eastman Chemicals, Suffolk Construction, and Texas 
Instruments have taken a lead in transforming their sectors of the 
economy.

CEO driven transformation can be highly successful (e.g., Res-
Med) or marked by very public failure (e.g., GE’s Predix transfor-
mation). Fortunately, with the publication of Break the Wall – we 
now have a conceptual framework and specific practice-based rec-
ommendations to drive fundamental reinvention. A key insight – 
of authors Zeynep Aksehirli, Yakov Bart, Kwong Chan, and Koen 
Pauwels – is that there are multiple levels of transformation that 
progress at different paces – some parts of the organization sup-
port the change (IT unit) while others such as business units drive 
the innovation through experimentation to test the future. Their 
nested adaptive framework deploys a biology metaphor to explore 
several stages of transformation including initiation, implemen-
tation, resilience, and finally renewal of the business model. The 
main point is that the firm is constantly testing and adapting to the 
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future. Drucker would term the challenge as managing “continuity 
and change” – so, firms can compete in both the present and in the 
future.

Importantly, like other volumes in the seven big problems series, 
this book is based on deep immersion with practice. The authors 
began their journey by depth interviews with leading practioners at 
various stages of their digital journeys. From this effort, seven key 
findings emerged. These findings, in turn, informed the develop-
ment of their nested adaptive framework as well as the structure of 
the chapters in this volume. Hence, the beauty of this work is that it 
is from the ground-up, based on interviews, observations, and con-
sulting combined with the best academic research on the subject.

As series Editor, I am very excited to share this cutting-edge, 
practice-based volume. It is both a catalyst for future research 
and a guidepost for leaders looking to drive or renew their digital 
transformation.

Bernie Jaworski
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INTRODUCTION TO SEVEN  
KEY INSIGHTS

Late one afternoon in New York, we listened to a Chief Executive 
Officer (CEO) complain about the lack of progress in his com-
pany’s digital transformation. “I don’t get it” he sighs,

we spend years getting all our data together in a lake and 
hiring the best data scientists to analyze it. Despite mil-
lions invested, I just don’t see any impact on our business. 
What can I do?

“Well”, we answered politely, “we just spent the day in your 
beautiful skyscraper building and noticed the data scientists all live 
on one floor and don’t even have lunch at the same place as the 
managers. Talking to each, we noticed decision makers and data 
scientists had little interaction, yet plenty of stereotypes about each 
other. How do you expect the data science to influence the deci-
sion makers, and vice versa, if you have yet to manage the human 
factor? We recommended ensuring close cooperation between the 
business units demanding, and the data scientists delivering the 
digital goods.” A year later, we were happy to see middle manage-
ment and data scientists engaging closely in fast feedback cycles, 
answering business questions and improving tactics for the com-
pany’s customers. Unfortunately, they were less happy with top 
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management and information systems, as they perceived a lack 
of strategic support. “Where is the strategic vision?,” “What are 
our swimming lanes?” and “How is leadership ensuring the whole 
organization and each of our careers improves with data-driven 
decision making?” are some of the comments we heard. High time 
to get back to the CEO to advise him anew.

As these experiences show, digital transformation is not easy, 
and means different things to different people and at different lev-
els in the organization. Even the academic literature lacks a com-
mon definition, with most focusing on shiny new technologies.1 
However, digital transformation is an organizational transforma-
tion that changes how an organization employs digital technolo-
gies.2 Indeed, a key observation we saw across industries and 
continents is that the entire organization is changing, not just the 
interfaces with customers. Structures, processes, workflow and 
decision rights are being transformed by digitization. Digital and 
social can be leveraged to generate new insights about employ-
ees and customers but more importantly to give them the tools 
to connect with each other and further the organization’s goals. 
Done right, digital transformation not only enriches customer 
experience and the company’s bottom line, but also enhances the 
lives of employees by complementing and replacing norms, and 
furthers science as more collaborative, open and global.3 Unfor-
tunately, only 11% of global Chief Marketing Officers believe 
that they have completed their digital transformation.4 There-
fore, this book focuses on practical tools and frameworks that 
readers can apply in the technology, marketing, strategy, struc-
ture and cultural aspects of their organization, no matter the size 
or industry.

Who are we to share insights with you about this challenge? 
As business professors in marketing and organizational behav-
ior, we have consulted several companies, both separately and 
together as part of the DATA (Digital, Analytics, Technology and 
Automation) Initiative at Northeastern University. We analyzed 
and published research on metrics and big data, organizational 
growth pains, social media and mobile shopping behavior, and 
how to nurture data-driven decision making. We wrote books on 
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both the methods and the implementation of digital transforma-
tion, as we realized already a decade ago that “It’s not the Size 
of the Data, It’s How You Use It” (notsizedata.com). Since that 
time, we have interacted across four continents with hundreds 
of managers, analysts and data scientists as executive education 
and MBA instructors, and in positions such as the President of 
the American Marketing Association Academic Council and the 
Vice President of Practice for the Information Systems and Man-
agement Science Organization. Our clients include global brands, 
fast-growing startups, consumer and business product and ser-
vice providers, big tech firms and media companies. For this book 
alone, we interviewed dozens of senior data scientists and manag-
ers, many of whom gave us permission to share the full interview 
in Chapter 8. Totaling over a century of combined experience, 
they work in such industries as apparel, construction, ethics and 
data literacy consultancy, furniture, lingerie, software services, 
sports and technology. One central question kept coming back: 
how do we “break the wall” in digital transformation by democ-
ratizing digital data and insights and embedding this learning in 
our organization?

The answers to this central question led us to seven big insights, 
which form the basis for the structure of this book:

(1)	 Start with the vision and integrative framework for digital 
transformation (Chapter 2).

(2)	 Adopt a comprehensive and dynamic process for setting rel-
evant business goals of your transformation (Chapter 3).

(3)	 Identify the gaps through deep analysis of your current situa-
tion (Chapter 4).

(4)	 Hire the right new talent and upgrade current talent (Chapter 
5).

(5)	 Align moving parts of management, information technology 
(IT) and business in your culture (Chapter 6).

(6)	 Implement by democratizing digital tools and manage for 
expectations (Chapter 7).

(7)	 Learn from others’ experiences across industries and job titles 
(Chapter 8).
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The first insight is eloquently expressed by our interviewed data 
literacy expert Rahul Bhargava:

In digital transformation the agency is on digital, not 
on the thing being transformed. But when you integrate 
something there are two parties. What is the other one 
in your case? I would encourage you to think about that 
question because you could have a lot of answers that are 
all valid, but which one you care about most can guide 
you into a terminology that better reflects your ideas and 
what’s the thing being transformed.

Second, on explicit and business relevant goals, Jon Hay of the 
Red Sox told us:

Sometimes, especially in the IT world people get distracted 
by shiny objects and find that there’s a really interesting 
challenge that will take a long time, but maybe not be 
that impactful. I think part of my job as the president 
in the department is to have those frank conversations: 
“Here are other things that are coming from people in 
your department, or adjacent to you. How do we think 
about what the priority order is? And by the way, how can 
we maybe align some of these things for more efficiency?”

Third, analyzing gaps came back in multiple interviews:

Sometimes people do not know what they should be look-
ing for, they have tons of dashboards shared but don’t know 
where to start. They are not clear on which dashboard or 
tool should be used. They’ve got three BI tools, one of them 
has 80% of the data, the other one has 15% of that data 
and the other one has 10% with different overlaps. Data 
needs to get filtered and sorted to where it is coming from, 
the trust issues around the data need to be solved.

Fourth, you can’t make an omelet without breaking some eggs. 
Although many leaders seek the benefits of digital transformation, 
they are not prepared to pay the costs. These costs typically consist 
of training existing talent and hiring new, specialized talent. One 
interviewee told us:
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When I’m hiring, I’m filling a very specific need because 
we want to build out the department. I’m looking for 
someone that can do a very specific thing very well and 
that’s where it starts to get tricky. Our industry doesn’t 
always pay well but had some perks, which have become 
less valuable with the pandemic. Now you’re competing 
for technical talent that knows what they’re worth, and 
they can go to literally anywhere, regardless of location. 
It’s actually been an effort for us to convince our senior 
executives – “Hey look, if you want these sorts of people, 
to hire data architects you gotta pay market rate.”

Fifth, aligning different parts of the organization is key, as 
shown for ethical issues by Cansu Canca, Founder & Director, of 
the AI Ethics Lab:

I think now, finally, organizations/companies are real-
izing that there are ethical issues and they have to deal 
with them, preferably from the beginning. But I can still 
not say that they are doing it right. I think the good part 
is that now there’s more awareness. They are putting in 
place dedicated teams, so that is a big plus. Previously it 
was only grassroots, and that didn’t go anywhere because 
the leadership was not interested. Now, there is an interest 
from the leadership and there’s grassroots interest. And 
they are trying. I mean, I think both of these aspects, both 
the leadership and the grassroots are coming together.

While Rahul Bhargava noted:

When I think about power, I think about the ability to 
authentically engage and change the circumstances for 
oneself or for a community that they’re involved in. That 
typically for me is trying to democratize rather than cen-
tralize power. If we look at most businesses that have suc-
ceeded in various forms of what one calls digital adoption 
or transformation, they often have a combination of top-
down and bottom-up approaches. When you see things 
like rich media document editing 30 years ago or smart-
phones, they are two examples that came more from the 
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bottom-up approach where people brought those tools 
into the workplace and the workplace adapted to support 
and augment and take partial ownership of those tools to 
the point where you’ll see mobile tool adoption from the 
top down and you’ll see it pushed from the bottom up.

Sixth, it is important to implement by democratizing digital 
tools and manage for expectations:

I like things where you have a giant screen in the same 
room where a lot of people are working on the same thing 
being represented on the screen. So, there’s like a shared 
ownership of what feels like a mirror for us and not a win-
dow of somebody looking down at us from outside. That 
mirror is an example of a version that creates a very dif-
ferent narrative. If we’re seeing all of our work up there, 
then there’s a sense of shared ownership that could be cul-
tivated. So sometimes there’s like social changes that are 
very small that work within business language and struc-
ture and then having something that talks about that not 
in a punitive way, but like, oh okay, here’s a trend we’re 
seeing, help me understand this trend. But not here’s a 
trend we’re seeing you need to work harder on. So much 
of it is just social.

Finally, it is so much cheaper to learn from others’ experiences 
(successes and failures) than from your own! Therefore, we share 
with you the insights from executives in the midst of digital trans-
formation in transcripts of the top 10 interviews in Chapter 8.

Let’s start the journey!

KEY TAKEAWAYS

Are you aiming to:

(1)	 Get measurable results from your digital transformation ef-
forts?

(2)	 Align top management, IT and business leaders in your 
organization?
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(3)	 Democratize the use of digital tools and opportunities across 
your company?

(4)	 Understand and apply a coherent framework for digital 
transformation?

Have you experienced:

(1)	 Resistance against digital transformation in your organiza-
tion?

(2)	 Recruiting and retention issues of top talent?
(3)	 Low return on investment from buying digital tools and hir-

ing data scientists?
(4)	 Frustration with the slow pace of progress toward the digital 

transformation goals?

Then this book is for you!
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