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Approaches for operationalizing digitalization strategies
B. A. Kadir, O. Broberg
Technical University of Denmark, Copenhagen, Denmark

The transition into Industry 4.0 and the increasing focus on digitalization and automation of work 
systems are transforming factories and introducing various organizational, technical and human-related 
changes, thus creating new challenges and opportunities [1]. To overcome these challenges and fully 
realize the benefits, there is an increasing demand for new methods, tools and guidelines that can support 
the alignment of business strategies and operations [4].

In this abstract, we present two approaches for operationalizing digitalization strategies and 
(re)designing work systems in connection to the implementation of new digital technologies  and  
solutions. By identifying and applying the right approach at an early stage, it might be possible to 
mitigate risks and uncertainties related to a digital strategy. The framework was developed on empirical 
data collected through ten industrial case studies, conducted at different small, medium, and large 
industrial companies located in Denmark. These companies had all started their digitalization journey 
and implemented one or more new digital solutions in their factories.

The first approach is an operational excellence approach. In typical context, operational excellence deals 
with improving performance through existing operational modes focusing on reducing costs, delays, and 
errors, but without making radical changes [2]. An operational excellence approach to operationalize 
a digitalization strategy entails introducing new digital technologies in conjunction with operational 
excellence methods to identify and implement new improvement opportunities. The introduction of the 
new digital technologies happens in smaller steps, starting with the definition and development a 
minimum viable solution (MVS), which is the smallest solution that provides the most amount of value 
and possibility to learn [3]. The MVS is iterated until it reaches a scalable viable solution that can be 
standardized. 

The second approach is an operational innovation approach, which requires more efforts and resources 
compared to the first approach. Hammer [2] describes operational invocation as developing entirely new 
ways of how a company do any activities throughout their supply chain and operations. In the context 
of digitalization, an operational innovation approach focuses on rethinking company work systems in 
their entirety, and coming up with and designing new improved ways working with the incorporation of 
new digital technologies. Thus, the changes emerging with this approach might be much greater 
compared to the first approach. In addition, this approach relies on a holistic understanding of company 
work systems, an adequate knowledge of new digital technologies and access to potential use cases from 
other companies and industries.

While both of these approaches might lead to a certain amount of uncertainties, the operational 
innovation approach involves more risks compared to the operational excellence approach. However, if 
successful, an operational innovation approach might lead to greater long-term organizational and 
economic benefits as well as increased competitiveness.    
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