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ABSTRACT  

 

In recent years, digital innovation has become the new buzzword. With increasing investment in 

digital technologies, attention has gradually shifted from building systems to building capabilities 

where corporate culture start to play a differentiating role. This paper adopts case study in four 

institutions from the banking industry and identifies key characteristics of a digital-innovation-

friendly culture which include customer-centric, empowering the team and collaborative. The 

findings reveal that corporate culture continues to play an important role in the success of digital 

innovation management. It is also argued that digital capabilities play an indirect role when 

organisations get digitally mature with cultural capabilities being the key driving force.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

Innovation is the key factor for the survival of companies and the driving force for economic 

progression (Porter & Ketels, 2003).  With the availability of digital technology, a specific form of 

innovation – digital innovation has become popular in recent days. Digital innovation is the centre of 

the Fourth Industrial Revolution (Schwab, 2016). While the Third Industrial Revolution adopted 

electronic and information technology to automate production, the Fourth Industrial Revolution 

started building on it since mid 21st century, which was characterized by involvement and 

combination of a wide range of technologies that blurs the lines between the physical, digital, and 

biological spheres. 

 

While disruptive innovation from digital companies brings exponential growth in revenue, incumbent 

companies raise concerns on whether their model and culture are applicable to them. Culture is 

harder to manipulate compared with its strategy, for example, as it is rooted to the organisation which 

may no longer fit into today’s changing world. Culture however also unconsciously guide how 

employees react in the workplace.  

 

The purpose of this paper is to examine how corporate culture contribute to the success of digital 

innovation management. This paper will first conduct review on existing literature on characteristics 

of digital innovation and how corporate culture can play a role in managing and promoting of such. 

Then, this paper adopts a case study approach in studying such relationship in the context of the 

banking industry.  

 

In this paper, the term 'organisational culture' and 'corporate culture' are used interchangeably. The 

difference of term ‘technological innovation’ from ‘digital innovation’ is the lack of digital technology. 
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1.1 MOTIVATION 

 

There are two main motivations behind this paper. The first motivation stems from a theoretical 

perspective. The relationship between organizational culture and technological innovation 

management has been studied in depth since the past century. Key attributes of successful corporate 

culture in promoting innovation include participative safety, support for innovation, well-defined 

vision, team commitment to task (Anderson and West, 1994). This paper examines whether cultural 

attributes to traditional innovations still play a determining role in digital innovation. While the depth 

and scope of digital innovation in the chosen cases innovation is also a key area for research, this area 

is beyond the scope of this paper. Instead, this paper tries to answer how corporate culture drive such 

digital innovation in respective organisations. 

 

The second motivation is a more practical one. Innovation is not just about creativity and generating 

ideas; it is in essence a resource-allocation problem. However, there are pertinent practical issues in 

shifting labour, assets and management attention in supporting their best ideas (Cohen et al., 2019). 

In the context of corporate culture, whilst the popularity of digital innovations, organisations face 

challenges in designing and implementing a set of corporate culture to promote and manage such in 

any sizeable company.  

 

1.2 PROBLEM STATEMENT 

 

This paper aims to answer the following research question:  

How does corporate culture impact the success of digital innovation management? 
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

A review of past literature is a systematic search through relevant literature and is an essential 

undertaking start for any academic research (Webster & Watson, 2002). The purpose of this chapter 

is to review relevant literature from multiple fields of study in order to provide a clear understanding 

of the relationship between corporate culture and digital innovation management.  

 

The chapter is divided into four sections: 1) the first section is an introduction on digital innovation 

and the difference compared with traditional technological innovation; 2) the second section concerns 

existing innovation management framework and the challenges in which it lies when assessing digital 

innovation management; 3) the third section looks into theories of corporate culture and the role it 

plays in the management of technological and digital innovation; 4) the fourth section contains an 

introduction to Digital Mastery and its underlying concepts.  

 

2.1 DIGITAL INNOVATION 

 

Before introducing the term ‘digital innovation’, this section will begin with a brief introduction of the 

term ‘innovation’. While there is no consensus on the definition of the term ‘innovation’ (Sharifirad 

& Ataei, 2012), it is widely understood that innovation is the basis of competitive economy (Porter & 

Ketels, 2003).   Schumpeter argued innovation is the centre of economic change that causes ‘creative 

destruction’, which is a creative disruptive force that destroys the established market conditions and 

creates the new market condition that can sustain economic growth (Schumpeter, 1934; Iwai, 1984). 

Under his theory, an innovation is started by the launch of a new product or a new species of an 

already know product.  Alternatively, Tushman and Nadler (1986) adopted a broader definition on 

innovation as the creation of any product, service, or process which is new to a business unit. Similar 

definition is used by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD, 2005) 

who defined innovation as the implementation of a new or significantly improved product (good or 

service), or process, a new marketing method, or a new organisational method in business practices, 

workplace organisation or external relations.  
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With information being increasingly digitalised and digital devices being more popular, a new concept 

and architecture for innovation, which combines the physical and digital component of innovation, 

was widely discussed – Digital Innovation.  There are two prominent definitions for the term “digital 

innovation”: Yoo et al. (2010) and Fichman et al. (2014) (Fielt & Gregor, 2016).  

 

Yoo et al. (2010) built their definition of digital innovation on the basis of Schumpeter’s definition on 

innovation and defined digital innovation as ‘the carrying out of new combinations of digital and 

physical components to product novel products.’ This implies their focus is on product innovation, 

instead of process innovation.  Unlike earlier technologies that enable modular architectures, the 

unique characteristics of digital technologies enable layered architecture by embedding digital 

components into physical products. The loose coupling across layers of architecture enables 

‘generativity’. Zittrain adopted such psychological term in 2006 to describe the ability of a technology 

to produce or generate new output without input from the originator of the technology (Zittrain, 

2006).  Characteristics of digital technologies include (i) their reprogrammability, (ii) the 

homogenization of data and (iii) the self-referential nature of digital technology.  Reprogrammability 

offers flexibility to a digital device by enabling the separation of the functional logic of the device from 

the physical embodiment that executes it. Homogenisation of data allows data originated from 

heterogenous sources to be combined easily and to be stored, transmitted and processed for further 

use. Self-reference refers to the requirement of digital innovation to use digital technology, and the 

diffusion of digital innovation creates positive network externalities that further foster another round 

of digital innovation.  

 

Compared with Yoo et al.’s definition that is product-specific, Fichman et al. provided a broader and 

more inclusive definition as ‘a product, process or business model that is perceived as new, requires 

some significant changes on the part of adopters, and is embodied in or enabled by IT.’   Three 

characteristics of digital technologies were identified: (i) digitialisation, (ii) Moore’s Law and (iii) 

network effects. Digitalisation refers to the encoding of analog information into digital format. 

Moore’s Law implies the rapid, often exponential and price-performance improvements in IT. 

Network effects describe the direct network externalities among users and the indirect network 

externalities from various supply side mechanisms that enables firms with large networks to diffuse 
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digital innovation with lower cost and higher functionality.  They defined the digital innovation 

process by four specific stages: (i) discovery, (ii) development, (iii) diffusion and (iv) impact.  

 

The definitions of digital innovation imply the challenges of facilitating and managing digital 

innovation, as compared to technological innovation. Firstly, the malleability of digital technologies 

enables the rapid pace of digital innovation (Tiwana et al., 2010). Malleability in this circumstance is 

defined as the ease with which digital technology is being reconfigured. Companies face challenges 

when their product launch cannot be kept up with the general pace of digital innovation and their 

first-mover advantage may appear to be slimmer than before. Secondly, digital innovation is harder 

to control and predict due to the nature of generativity discussed above. The cascade of digital 

innovation depends on the extent of externalities among users and the community which may happen 

quickly and unintentionally. Thirdly, digital technology constantly evolve towards higher capacity 

and lower cost, as suggested by the Moore’s Law.  New entrants to the industry may generate and 

develop new digital technologies at similar costs as their counterparts who have extensive history and 

experience in the industry.   

 

2.2 DIGITAL INNOVATION MANAGEMENT 

 

With innovation being viewed as the basis of competitive economy, the competitive success of 

organisations rely on its management of innovation processes (Adams et al., 2006). With innovation 

processes describing the activities performed at each stage of the development of innovation, 

innovation management is thus defined as the governance and organisation of these innovation 

processes (Ortt & van der Duin, 2008). 

 

Adams et al. (2006) identified seven categories of key attributes to innovation management, which 

include: (i) input management, which concerns the resourcing of innovation activities with 

measurement areas being physical and financial resources, for example; (ii) knowledge management, 

which refers to the management of knowledge held by the organisation and the processes of gathering 
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and using information; (iii) innovation strategy, which describes an organisation’s innovation posture 

concerning its competitive environment in terms of its new product and market development plans; 

(iv) organizational culture and structure, which refers to the way employees are grouped and the 

organisation culture within which they work; (v) portfolio management, which focuses on making 

strategic, technological and resources choices that govern innovation project selection and the future 

shape of organisation; (vi) project management, which concerns the processes that turn inputs into 

marketable innovation output; and (vii) commercialization, which refers to making the innovative 

product or process a commercial success. Adam et al. argued that the breadth and variety of elements 

of innovation management imply companies should not treat innovation as a linear process where 

resources are channelled from one end and new product or process at the other end.  

 

The challenges in applying existing technological innovation management theories to digital 

innovation management do not only lie in the insufficiency of existing theories in addressing the 

complexity of innovation process, but also lie in the unique characteristics of digital technologies. 

Nambisan et al. (2017) argued that the underlying assumptions of innovation management theories 

no longer apply to digital innovation management.  

 

Firstly, unlike technological innovation which is a well-bounded phenomenon focused on a set of fixed 

boundaries and features for a new product or service, the unique characteristics of digital technology 

being malleable and transferable bring a new set of features to digital innovation. Digital offerings 

continue to evolve after the launch of product or process, meaning the structure and boundaries of 

digital innovation are more dynamic and unpredictable. This also creates a new set of success criteria 

for the less-bounded digital innovation, for example community-based generativity and platform-

based network effects.   Secondly, innovation agency with digital innovation are less predefined and 

more distributed. Agency engages in new innovation methods including open innovation and 

network-centric innovation, are highly dynamic in the sense that the composition of project team may 

change when the goal changes and new competency is required.   Finally, innovation processes and 

outcomes are highly dependable under digital innovation.  The use of digital technology leads to 

unintended interactions and collaborations between different stakeholders, generate multiple 

innovation and imply new innovation outcomes. This suggests that innovation process and outcome 

are shaping and shaped by the other.   
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2.3 CORPORATE CULTURE 

 

The concept of “culture” derives from cultural anthropology and is part of the behavioural theories 

in organization, marketing and management in the past three decades (Morente et al., 2017). Culture 

is defined as “a complex set of values, beliefs, assumptions and symbols that define the way in which 

a firm conducts its business” (Barney, 1986).  

 

Schein (1984) defined organizational culture as the set of basic assumptions that a group has invented, 

discovered, or developed in learning to cope with its problems of external adaptation and internal 

integration. This pattern of basic assumptions worked well enough to be considered valid, and, 

therefore, to be taught to new members as the correct way to perceive, think, and feel in relation to 

those problems.  Schein found the main problem of organization with regard to culture is the lack of 

distinction between different levels of culture. Schein’s model of organisational culture entails three 

distinct level (illustrated under Figure 1): 

 

1) Visible artifacts 

2) Values 

3) Basic assumptions 

 

 

 

 

 

Artifacts may include any visible elements in the environment of the organization, including the office 

layout, and the behavioural patterns in the organization. As commented by Schein, while it is easy to 

describe this level, it is often hard to understand the logic behind. And hence we need to look for the 

 

Visible 

 

 

 

 

Invisible 

Figure 1. Schein’s Multi-layer model 

Artifacts

Values

Basic assumptions
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second level of the model – the values that govern the artifacts. However, it is observed that only 

“espoused values” of a culture could be identified as people tend to interpret values differently where 

the underlying reasons for their behaviour remain concealed. To fully understand a culture, Schein 

argued that it is the underlying assumptions which determine how people think and perceive. These 

taken-for-granted and unconscious assumptions are the result of repeated motivational and cognitive 

processes which continue to work.  

 

According to Schein, culture is originated as a solution to problem of either external adaption or 

internal integration. The former problems are mainly to strive for survival (e.g. strategy and goals) 

and the latter ones are related to a company’s ability to function as a group (e.g. language and 

ideology).  Under this model, manager is a key part of innovative culture and hence strong leadership 

is encouraged to provide guidance when the team have different ideas and to provide security to help 

the team overcome anxiety at time of change.  

 

This model provides an explanation to some paradoxical organizational culture in a company. The 

culture being manifested in a company may be contrary to the assumptions of the staffs and it deems 

hard for the team to get used to the culture. This also implies that it takes time for new members of 

an organisation to get used to the corporate culture as they have yet to learn the culture through 

repeated motivational and cognitive processes and transform it to one’s assumptions.  

 

There are multiple approaches in assessing the relevance of corporate culture in innovation 

management.  Corporate culture can promote the development of innovation in an organisation 

through core values and norms (Tushman & Nadler, 1986).  Core values provide the basic normative 

foundation of an organisation and can facilitate innovations through developing technology that 

meets users’ needs, individual autonomy and organisation identification, risk taking and tolerance of 

failure, disciplinary and organisational effectiveness and an emphasis on human resources and the 

importance of individual growth and development. Compared to core values, norms, which elaborate 

and specify the meaning of core values, carry clear behavioural referents and are considered the 

expected behaviours of an individual. Norms define the appropriate attitudes and behaviours for 

members in the organisation. Highly innovative organisations have norms that stress informality in 
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behaviour and manager-subordinate relations, high work standards and individual/ group 

performance expectations, flexibility in decision making and conflict resolution patterns, and strong 

informal linkages within and outside the organisation. These norms facilitate collaboration and 

learning, which in turn promote innovations.  

 

The Team Climate Inventory (TCI) proposed by Anderson and West (1994) explained the variance 

in team’s innovation performance. The TCI explored how group climate promote group 

innovativeness. This theory is based on four factors: (i) participative safety, which concerns how 

psychologically secure do team members feel about proposing new and improved ideas; (ii) support 

for innovation, which concerns the degree of practical support for innovation attempts; (iii) vision, 

which describes how clearly, defined and shared are the team’s objectives and visions; and (iv) task 

orientation, which addresses the team commitment to achieve the best task performance.  

 

Amabile (1998) highlighted the importance of motivation in creativity management and proposed six 

categories that affect creativity: (i) challenges, (ii) freedom, (iii) resources, (iv) work-group features, (v) 

supervisory encouragement and (vi) organisational support. While most factors are self-explanatory, 

it is worth discussing the freedom factor and the role autonomy plays in the innovation process. 

Amabile argued that employees should be given sufficient autonomy concerning the innovation 

process because this builds their motivation and sense of ownership. However, they need not be given 

the autonomy to decide the ends of the process. A set of clearly specified strategic goals often enhance 

individual creativity as long as they remain stable for a meaningful period of time.  

 

Tellis et al. (2009) studied innovation across 759 companies in 17 major markets from both developed 

and emerging countries and concluded that corporate culture is the strongest driving force for radical 

innovation due to the development of modern capitalist economy. With increasing convergence 

across developed and emerging nations on labour, capital and government policy and the market for 

labour and capital evolved to be both efficient and interconnected, corporate culture is the best 

explanation on the varying level of innovation outcomes. Tellis et al. identified three firm attitudes 

and three firm practices as components of corporate culture. Attitudes include (i) willingness to 

cannibalize assets, (ii) future orientation, and (iii) tolerance for risk, and practices include (i) 
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empowerment of product champions, (ii) establishment of incentives for enterprise, and (iii) creation 

and maintenance of internal markets.  As summarised, companies are special forms of organisations 

that increasingly transcend national boundaries. Corporate culture is hard to be transported across 

firms as it is ‘a uniquely human product that develops slowly within firms’ and that is why the paper 

identified specific attitudes and practices for managers to foster an innovative culture.  

 

One key challenges companies face when managing innovation is the paradox of high-technology 

management. As suggested by Maidique and Hayes (1984), incumbent companies face the 

fundamental tension between order and disorder. They worked with a number of high-technology 

companies and identified six themes of success: (i) business focus, (ii) organisational cohesion, (iii) sense 

of integrity, (iv) adaptability, (v) entrepreneurial culture, and (vi) hands-on management. These six 

themes can be categorised into two groups: theme (i), (ii) and (iii) can be categorised into the first group 

which imply stability and conservatism while theme (iv), (v) and (vi) are categorised into the second 

group which imply rapid change. They concluded that continued success in a high-technology 

environment require periodic shifts between chaos and continuity. Successful companies should aim 

to manage ambivalently, meaning to manage differently at different times in the evolutionary cycle 

of the company. 

 

Tushman and O’Reilly (1996) consider such paradox as the dilemma of managing evolutionary and 

revolutionary change. On one hand, organisations have to manage evolutionary change in the short 

run in the sense that they have to constantly increase the fit and alignment of strategy. On the other 

hand, organisations must destroy such alignment to achieve revolutionary change. To overcome such 

paradox, they proposed the concept of ‘Ambidextrous organisations’. This concept mainly consists of 

three characteristics: (i) organisational architecture, (ii) multiple culture and (iii) managerial strategies. 

Firstly, large companies found a way to remain small by emphasising autonomous groups where such 

small, autonomous groups are created so that employees feel a sense of ownership and responsibility. 

This encourages the culture of autonomy and risk taking that could hardly exist in large, centralised 

organisations.  Secondly, organizations place reliance on strong social controls which is 

simultaneously tight and loose. Corporate culture emphasising norms critical for innovations (e.g. 

openness and autonomy) is broadly shared but  common values are expressed depending on the type 

of innovation required. Such culture does not only promote integration across the organisation, but 
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also provides consistency and promotes trust.  Thirdly, organisations are guided by leaders who 

venerate the past but are open to change continuously to meet the future. Leaders reinforce an 

innovative culture through efforts to decentralise, to encourage individual autonomy and 

accountability and to experiment and take risks.  

 

Due to the recent study in digital innovation, there has been only a number of researches in the role 

of corporate culture in digital innovation management.   

 

Lucas and Goh (2009) used a case study in Kodak, a technology company engages in the production 

of camera-related products, to show an old-fashioned and rigid organisational culture, coupled with 

a largely bureaucratic structure, inhibit an organisation’s ability to react to technological changes in 

the industry adequately.  Similarly, based on their case study in Volvo, an automobile manufacturer, 

Svahn et al. (2017) suggested that incumbent firms have to carefully manage four paradoxes in order 

to develop a culture that supports digital innovation: i) innovation focus (develop new capability 

without jeopardising existing capability), ii) capability development (balance between product and 

process innovation), iii) resource deployment (engaging external partners and resources while utilising 

internal work arrangements), and iv) innovation governance (balance between control and flexibility). 

Müller et al. (2019) worked with The Jutland Post, a daily newspaper in Denmark, and showed a 

control-oriented leadership approach has a negative impact on promoting the innovativeness of an 

organisation by limiting the heterogeneity within the digital innovation process.   

 

Nylén & Holmström (2015) proposed a managerial framework for digital innovation strategy which 

entails three dimensions – product, environment and organisation. The role of corporate culture 

comes in play under the area of improvisation under organisation dimension. They argued that the 

malleability and low costs of digital technology promote a higher degree of improvisation. Corporate 

culture that allows for improvisation and failure should be promoted throughout the organisation.  
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2.4 DIGITAL MASTERY  

 

The complexity and dynamism of digital innovation create challenges in defining and measuring the 

success of digital innovation management in an organisation. Traditional KPIs including the size of 

revenue growth from new products and the respective margins provide limited reference in digital 

innovation as it is an ongoing process. The number of patents an organisation obtained per year and 

R&D expenses place an unbalanced emphasis on the input and output of innovations respectively.  

 

One angel to consider is “Digital Mastery” which a refined version of the “Digital Maturity” 

management concept published by Capgemini Consulting and MIT Center for Digital Business in 

2012. This concept concerns with how organisations achieve competitive advantage by utilising 

digital technologies to rethink the way they communicate with customers, acquire new customers, run 

their operations, or the way they do business (Capgemini, 2012). This framework suggests 

organisations should progress on two separate but related dimensions to be digital masters – digital 

capabilities and leadership capabilities, summarised under Figure 2.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Digital Mastery Framework                                                     
(* updated in the 2018 Framework) 

Digital Mastery

Digital capabilities

- Customer experience
- Operations
- Business model innovation
- Talent and organisation *

Leadership capabilities

- Vision and purpose
- Governance
- Culture and engagement *
- IT-Business relationship
- Workforce enablement *
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Under the latest refined framework published in 2018 (Capgemini, 2018), digital capabilities refer to 

the use of technology to change how the organisation interacts with customers, operates internal 

processes, or defines its business model. Four building blocks of digital capabilities include i) customer 

experience (customer understanding, experience design and customer touch points), ii) operations 

(connected systems or processes, workforce augmentation and automation, and performance 

management), iii) business model innovation (which include three values: radical cost value, superior 

experience value and platform value) and iv) talent and organisation (entails talent insights, adaptive 

ecosystems and talent journey).   

 

Leadership capabilities are about creating the necessary conditions to drive digital transformation. 

Five building blocks of leadership capabilities include i) transformation vision, ii) the governance 

model to lead the journey, iii) engaging employees in the journey, iv) the necessary information 

technology and business relationships to produce the results, and v) the skills development and 

learning to enable the workforce.   

 

The 2018 Framework was developed with modification based on the Framework established in 2012. 

The new framework places emphasis on the increasing need for organisation to invest in the employee 

experience and necessary skills specifically for digital innovation, which explain the new “talent and 

organisation” pillar under digital capabilities and “workforce enablement” pillar under leadership 

capabilities. The new framework also reflects the importance of culture to the success of digital 

innovation by modifying the “engagement” pillar under leadership capabilities to “culture and 

engagement”. 

 

Based on this framework, organisations are categorised according to their relative digital mastery, 

with following four groups emerged, as illustrated under Figure 3: 

1. Beginners – low mastery of both digital and leadership capabilities 

2. Conservatives – mastery of leadership but low mastery of digital capabilities 

3. Fashionistas – mastery of digital capabilities but low mastery of leadership capabilities 

4. Digital Masters – high mastery of both digital and leadership capabilities 
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Management of Digital Beginners are often skeptical of the business value of advanced digital 

technologies; hence the company has done little with digital capabilities. While some companies may 

be in this quadrant by choice with the example being manufacturer of specialty chemicals as they 

believe their B2B customer will have little interest in social media or mobile technologies and they 

choose to spend their resources in traditional collaboration tools, most companies end up in this 

quadrant by accident, with companies not being aware of the possibilities or potentials of new digital 

technologies, or companies starting minimal investments without effective transformation 

management in place. Digital culture of Digital Beginners is deemed immature.  

 

Digital Conservatives are companies with overarching and unifying digital visions. They understand 

the need for governance and internal engagement activities. However, management are typically 

skeptical of the value of new digital trends, and thus cannot always build organizational momentum 

to carry out an ambitious digital transformation. Companies may have strong digital governance 

across silos but lacks advanced digital features. Unlike Digital Beginners, Digital Conservatives are 

taking careful steps to build digital skills and culture.  
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Figure 3. Four types of Digital Mastery 
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Digital Fashionistas implement a substantial amount of “digital stuff” across the company but only 

some of them create value as they clash with other legacy items and generate little synergies. Their 

digital transformation strategy is not founded on real knowledge of how to proceed but based on the 

motivation to bring on sexy digital features. There is no clear vision on how elements will collectively 

create value, resulting in underdeveloped coordination across the company. Digital culture only exists 

in silos.  

 

Finally, Digital Masters truly understand how to drive value from digital transformation. These 

companies successfully manage the “what” and “how” of Digital Mastery. Through managing the 

“what” sufficiently, companies advance the competitive advantage they draw from implementing 

digital transformation. Through managing the “how” carefully, companies develop a digital culture 

that can envision further changes and implement them wisely. Although Digital Fashionistas and 

Digital Masters both have strong digital capabilities, Digital Masters know how and where to invest 

to excel. They tend to combine digital capabilities to exploit synergies between them, for example, 

companies implement strong data integration and analytics to link customer experience and 

operational processes.   
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3. METHODOLOGY 

 

This chapter provides an overview of the methodological considerations made for this paper. The 

purpose is to present the views and methods for conducting research in order to best answer the 

research question. This chapter is divided into sub-sections to describe and explain the choice of (i) 

research philosophy and approach, (ii) research design, (iii) choice of case, (iv) data collection and (v) 

data analysis.  

 

3.1 RESEARCH PHILOSOPHY AND APPROACH 

 

This paper builds on an interpretive research philosophy with a subjectivist standpoint. Ontologically, 

this paper assumes the society is complex and is socially constructed by culture and language where 

humans are its social actors. Social interactions between humans happens continuously, implying 

social phenomena are in a constant state of flux and revision. This is also grounded in the perception 

that attributes of corporate culture cannot be objectively attributed to any given individual. Instead, 

it is subjectively bounded to specific individuals who have certain interest and agenda. 

Epistemologically, this paper adopts assumptions of arts and humanities. Acceptable knowledge has 

to be interpreted in terms of the difference between social actors (i.e. humans) and their roles in the 

social life. Rather than focusing on measurable facts, an interpretive research focuses on narratives, 

stories, perceptions and interpretations.  

 

An interpretive study emphasises the importance of language, culture and history in shaping human’s 

interpretations and experiences of the organisational and social worlds (Crotty, 1998). The purpose 

of an interpretive research that is to create new, richer understandings and interpretations of social 

words and contexts (Saunders et al., 2016). The decision of adopting an interpretive research 

philosophy also comes naturally from the research subject – corporate culture. 
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There are two main approaches to reasoning – inductive and deductive. Inductive reasoning occurs 

when there is a gap in the logic argument between the conclusion and the premises observed, and the 

conclusion being judged to be supported by observations made  while deductive reasoning occurs 

when the conclusion is derived logically from a set of premises, and the conclusion being true when 

all premises are true (Ketokivi & Mantere, 2010).  

 

This paper commences with a deductive approach with hypothesis that corporate culture continues 

to play an important role in digital innovation is in place. Past literature on the role of corporate 

culture and technological innovations are being reviewed. Key attributes of corporate culture which 

promote technological innovations are defined. To establish a relationship between corporate culture 

and digital innovation, this paper adopts an inductive approach in data collection and analysis. 

Inductive reasoning is considered the predominantly approach as this paper concerns why a 

phenomenon takes place, rather than describing what is happening.  

 

3.2 RESEARCH DESIGN 

 

In relation to the choice of research philosophy and approach, this paper uses a qualitative approach 

to collect its data. Qualitative research is often associated with an interpretive philosophy because 

researchers are required to make sense of the subjective and socially constructed meanings expressed 

about the phenomenon being studied (Saunders et al., 2016).  

 

To examine the role of corporate culture in digital innovation management, the purpose of this paper 

is an explanatory one. The emphasis is to study a situation or a problem in order to explain the 

relationship between variables (Saunders et al., 2016).   Research design of this paper revolves around 

the research strategy of multiple case studies. A case study is an in-depth inquiry into a topic or 

phenomenon within its real-life setting (Yin, 2014). Yin recognized that case studies are not only used 

for exploratory but also explanatory purpose, which is the purpose of this paper. Case studies are a 

preferred research strategy when examining contemporary events and answering explanatory 
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research questions (i.e. the “how” and “why” questions).  Such research strategy is chosen because it 

well suits this paper to answer the “how” and “why” questions and acknowledge the boundaries 

between the subject matter and the context within which it is being studies are not clearly evident 

(Saunders et al., 2016).  

 

This paper adopt a case study strategy incorporating multiple cases, with the rationale to focus on 

whether findings can be replicated across cases (Saunders et al., 2016). Cases are carefully chosen 

based on the assumption that similar results are predicted to be produced from each one. Yin 

suggested that “literal replication” is achieved if such predicted results are achieved. The replication 

logic will be further discussed under Section 3.5.1 Research Quality.  
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3.3 CHOICE OF CASE  

 

Prior to collecting data, there should be a defined set of operational criteria whereby candidate case 

companies will be deemed qualified to serve as cases (Yin, 2014). In doing a multiple-case study, cases 

should be selected that best suit the literal replication design.  

 

To study the role of corporate culture in digital innovation with the application of case study as 

research strategy, this paper first choosees to exclude any so-called high-tech companies. Many 

popular stories of digital innovation involve digital start-ups or high-tech companies including Apple 

or Google. A similar term used to describe this category of organization is ‘borne-digital enterprise’. 

According to Gartner, borne-digital enterprises belong to “a generation of organizations founded 

after 1995, whose operating models and capabilities are based on exploiting internet-era information 

and digital technologies as a core competency.”  Unlike incumbent companies with decades of history 

and legacy, these companies are set up with the involvement of some kind of digital innovation. As 

discussed under Section 2.3 Corporate Culture, one of the key challenges of incumbent organisations 

face when promoting innovation is to work with two set of goals – one being to sustain existing growth 

with a resistance to change, another being to promote something new with a commitment to destroy 

the old system. Such paradox makes certain borne-digital qualities cause for concern and hard to 

adopt, for example there has been reported uncompromising relationships with business partners and 

staffs (Westerman et al., 2019).  

 

The pace of digitalisation varies across industries due to a series of reasons – regulatory restriction, 

customer demand and costs of transformation to name a few. This paper further choose to look into 

one specific industry. Inspired by observations made from the Digital Mastery research mentioned 

under Section 2.4, while the banking industry was one of the few industries being considered a Digital 

Master under the 2012 research, six years later, both digital and leadership capabilities of the banking 

industry have not kept its pace and the industry was deteriorated to a Fashionista (Capgemini, 2012, 

2018). This reflects pressures on the industry that its development and innovation cannot keep up 

with the pace of technology advancement.  
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After deciding to look into the banking industry, this paper further narrows the scope to exclude any  

non-listed organisations.  Listed companies are subject to more public information disclosure with 

auditor review and scrutiny. Information provided under their company annual report are deemed 

more reliable. Such criteria also implies any state-owned (majority or wholly-owned) banks are 

excluded from this research.  

 

Finally, this paper chooses to study banks of representable size. As mentioned under Section 2.3 

Corporate Culture, innovation is a challenge to incumbent organisations because of the paradox of 

having small efficient teams in large organisations. Another supporting evidence in verifying the 

number of employees is based on the research conducted by McKinsey (2019) on the correlation of 

scaling in bank (on country level, region level or client segmentation level)  on the size of revenue. It 

is then deduced that banks of significant size are more likely to face the growing expectation from 

their respective customers and shareholders in taking actual steps to digitise and digitalise the 

organisations.  This paper verifies the size of banks according to the number of employees, with data 

obtained from respective latest-available company annual report. 

 

With the above criteria in place, this paper further assumes that national culture plays a limited role 

in promoting innovation (Tellis et al., 2009). There are advocates of the importance of national culture 

on innovation arguing that a nation’s geographical location reflects attitudes and practices that 

influence innovation. Landes (1999) suggested that countries in a warmer climate require fewer 

innovations due to abundant natural resources than countries in a cold climate, and such theory is 

also known as the Equatorial paradox. Other argued that a nation’s religious beliefs influence the 

development and adoption of innovations. Tellis et al. assessed both argument and conclude that 

innovative companies exist in countries in both climate and corporate culture in some of the sampled 

companies are designed to overcome aspects of their home economies that would otherwise hinder 

them; and religion has little impact on national culture and radical innovation. Based on such 

assumption, this paper choose to pick one bank from each major financial markets for the research – 

USA, Europe, UK and Asia, determining from the country of their headquarters.  
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After careful consideration from a range of sources including news coverage (e.g. Global Finance and 

FinTech Magazine) and consulting research (e.g. Jupiter Research), the following banks are selected 

as the case companies for this paper.  

 

Bank Country of 
headquarter Listing status Year of 

establishment 
Number of 
employees 

Bank of America USA 
Listed on the New York 

Stock Exchange 1904 208,000 

Barclays UK 
Listed on the London 
and New York Stock 

Exchange 
1690 87,369 

BBVA Spain 
Listed on the Spain, 

New York and Mexico 
Stock Exchange 

1857 126,973 

DBS Singapore 
Listed on the Singapore 

Stock Exchange 
1968 28,526 

 

This paper acknowledged the availability of better ways to choose case companies as “the most 

digitally-innovative banks” from respective sources. A more systematic way to select case companies 

would require much effort to compare company information one-by-one. For example, there are over 

600 banks publicly listed on the New York Stock Exchange alone (Fintel, 2020), not to mention other 

major stock exchange globally. However, the criteria of digitally-innovative organisations are beyond 

the scope of this paper.  As explained under Section 3.1 Research Philosophy and Approach, this 

paper does not aim to produce any kind of law-like generalisations between corporate culture and 

digital innovations. Instead, this paper acknowledged that the interactions of corporate culture and 

various stakeholders of an organisation are highly complex and interrelated. And the aim of this paper 

is to answer how corporate culture promote digital innovation in the context of banking industry and 

why such phenomena happen.  
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3.3.1 BANKING INDUSTRY 

 

Despite the growing expectation from customers on digital banking, banks globally are considered 

being “overly cautious, playing defense, with me-too digital initiatives primarily designed to counter 

moves by actual or potential disruptors” (Khanna & Martins, 2018). Similar to most industries, there 

have been extensive attempts in the banking industry to digitise and digitalise.  

 

A wave of transformation in the banking sector took place in the second half of the 20th century where 

the conversion to electronic operations took place, e.g. the introduction of ATM (Cognizant, 2017). 

Models driven by efficiency and automation were widely adopted across banks. Traditional banks 

generally take advantage of their market penetration and existing scale, as briefly mentioned under 

Section 3.4 Choice of Case, meaning they are able to increase revenue while incurring low or even 

no incremental costs, be it operating costs or capital costs. However, in recent years, digital 

transformation has led to increased competition from FinTech start-ups which operate digital-only 

banks. As discussed under Section 2.1 Digital Innovation, the malleability of digital technologies 

enable digital innovations to be developed rapidly and at low costs. New digital-only challenger banks 

no longer have to spend high initial costs in setting up systems and building their customer base before 

having encouraging results in their top line.  

 

The struggle of performing digital transformation in the banking industry could also be explained by 

the various legacy systems used in traditional banks. One example is COBOL. As reported by Reuters, 

43% of banking systems in the world are built on Common Business-Oriented Language (COBOL), 

which is a computer programming language designed in 1959 (Irrera, 2017; Hartman, 2017). While 

this technology liberated the banking industry in the 1960s, legacy systems built based on COBOL 

limited the ability of financial institutions to connect to the today’s digital environment. CEOs at a 

bank are reluctant to change the system in view of the scale and potential risk of change (Maat, 2018).  
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Outdated regulations is also another reason for such struggle. Banking industry is a heavily regulated 

industry, mainly because of its impact in the national and global economy (Hall, 2020). Due to the 

long history of the banking industry, the degree of intervention through public policies to ensure 

financial stability had increased as time passes. While the key distinction between banks and other 

financial intermediaries lies in the collection of deposits from the public, banks are subject to 

regulations which are not directly related to the role as deposit takers (Fernández de Lis & Urbiola, 

2019), implying banks have to face higher regulatory requirements compared to FinTech companies. 

With heightening regulatory compliance requirements becoming a pressing initiative, digital 

transformation may be given a lower priority in the agenda, given limited internal resources for 

reallocation (Deloitte, 2020).   
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3.4 DATA COLLECTION  

 

Adopting an inductive reasoning, data collection is used to explore a phenomenon, identify themes 

and patterns and create a conceptual framework (Saunders et al., 2016).  According to Yin (2014), it 

is essential to have a case study protocol when doing a multi-case study. It serves as a guide when 

collecting data and helps increasing reliability of the research. The following sub-sections serve as a 

protocol on data collection for this paper.  

 

3.4.1 SOURCE OF DATA  

 

This paper relies on secondary empirical data available online and the reasons are twofold.  

 

Firstly, in the field of Business Administration and Economics, materials prepared by third party can 

be regarded as sources from the empirical field, including company financial reports, organization 

strategy, official websites, press releases and commercials. As such materials are created as a 

consequence of organisation’s practice, it is argued that they provide better insight than certain 

traditional primary sources (Ankersborg, 2020).  

 

The study of corporate culture involves a large volume of parties which create challenges in this 

research. While public information does not reveal the full picture of an organisation’s culture , public 

information is considered a reliable data source. Using company annual report as an example, they 

are not only a formal public document produced by public companies as a response to the mandatory 

corporate reporting requirements, it is viewed as a means by which companies communicate with the 

public (Stanton & Stanton, 2002).  The structure of company annual report usually comprise of the 

statutory required financial statement which are assigned to a rear section, and a much larger up-

front section containing mainly non-statutory matters. Such non-statutory information construct a 
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picture of the organisation. Company annual report can be regarded as a strong message conveyed 

by the management team of the company with commitment to the future of the organisation. 

 

Secondly, at the time of writing, the global community is facing an pandemic where lockdown, social 

distancing and working from home have become the new normal. During this exceptional time, 

people start to see and embrace the power of technology in information and knowledge exchange. 

With the increasing popularity of information technology, apart from information disclosed to comply 

with corporate reporting requirements, companies have higher tendency to upload company update 

online with an increasing reliance on internet as their public relations tools (Wynne, 2015). Media 

now faces intense competition and has transformed from “pushing” contents to their viewers to a 

24/7 “pulling” request from their users (James, 2018). Overall, the amount and quality of information 

available online have been continuously and drastically improving.  

 

Based on the above reasons and under such expectational times, this paper utilises publicly available 

information accessible online which include company annual report, interviews with the C-suites level, 

materials published on the company official website and blog, and news article published by media.  

 

3.4.2 DATA COLLECTION PROTOCOL 

 

Type of data Criteria on date Source 

Company annual report Latest two years Company official website 

Official materials Published in 2015 or later Company official website 

Interviews and news articles Published in 2015 or later Online accessible by the public 
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3.5 DATA ANALYSIS 

 

Data collected are required to be stored and organised in a case study database (Yin, 2016). In this 

paper, all data are saved electronically on the author’s personal computer for retrieval purpose and 

backed up regularly.   

 

3.5.1 RESEARCH QUALITY  

 

A good research design is underpinned by the quality of the research. Researchers try to minimise the 

possibility of getting the answers wrong by what summarised by Rogers (1961, cited by Saunders et 

al., 2016): “scientific methodology needs to be seen for what it truly is, a way of preventing me from 

deceiving myself in regard to my creatively formed subjective hunches which have developed out of 

the relationship between me and my material”. While reliability and validity are central to the 

judgement about the quality of research in quantitative research, their applicability in qualitative 

research is contested (Saunders et al., 2016).  

 

According to Yin (2014), the degree of validity and reliability in case study is described by testing four 

components: construct validity, internal validity, external validity and reliability.  

 

Construct validity concerns with identifying current operational measures for the concepts being 

studied. Yin acknowledged that the test is especially challenging in case study research as it was often 

being criticised in the failed attempt to develop a sufficiently operational set of measures and a 

subjective judgments to collect data. To address such challenge, Yin suggested three tactics to increase 

construct validity. Firstly, Yin encourages to use of multiple sources, which is also described as 

triangulation (Saunders et al., 2016). For an interpretive research, triangulation adds depth, breath, 

complexity and richness to the research. This paper takes advantage from its scope of data collection 

and cross-referencing can be performed by comparing company annual report, and interview with 

the management level, for example.  Secondly, chain of evidence should be maintained. The case 
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study report should make sufficient citation to the relevant portions of the case study database. 

Database should reveal the actual evidence, which was collected based on the case study protocol. 

Such protocol should indicate the link between the protocol and initial study question. In this paper, 

the case study protocol is in place, as discussed under Section 3.4 Data Collection. Data are collected 

based on criteria listed in the protocol.  Thirdly, key informants are required to review draft case study 

report, or known as participant or member validation (Saunders et al., 2016). While this paper is not 

sent to case companies for validation, reliance is made on the data sources being audited and 

scrutinised by third party.   

 

Internal validity is established when the research demonstrates a causal relationship, whereby certain 

conditions are believed to led to other conditions. Specific tactics include pattern matching, 

explanation building, addressing rival explanations and using logic models (Yin, 2014). Pattern-

matching logic compares an empirically based pattern with a predicted one. Internal validity is 

strengthened if the pattern coincides. In this paper, pattern-matching logic is used.  Recognising the 

nature of qualitative research, Lincoln and Guba (1985) formulated a parallel version of “credibility” 

for internal validity. Credibility emphasises on ensuring representations of the research participants’ 

socially constructed realities actually match what the participants intended. It is acknowledged that 

no direct involvement with research participants can be made to achieve internal validity due to the 

secondary data collected. Such shortcomings will be discussed in Section 6.3 Limitations and Future 

Research.  

 

External validity deals with whether the finding of a research can be generalised beyond the paper. 

While critics often comment single case studies offer a poor basis for generalising, Yin (2014) suggested 

that the aim of case study is not to provide generalisability in the sense that one should not attempt to 

produce sampling logic from multiple case study research. Cases should not be considered as sampling 

units to conceive statistical generalisation. Instead, case studies rely on analytic generalisation where 

researcher try to generalise a particular set of results to a broader theory. As such, case study research 

follows a “replication” design. As mentioned under Section 5.2 Research Design, literal replication is 

achieved if predicted results are predicted to be produced from each case.  Due to the nature of case 

study research, or qualitative research in general, the adaption of external validity has been 

questioned because critics view the small number of samples undermined the research’s ability to 
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generalise such study. As such, “transferability” is the parallel criterion to external validity (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985). By providing a full description of the research question, design and findings, readers are 

given the opportunity to properly understand the choice made and judge the transferability of the 

research to another setting. In this paper, descriptions on the methodology and the background of the 

banking industry are presented to provide a holistic overview of the paper.  

 

Reliability demonstrates the operations of a study can be repeated with the same results. Yin (2014) 

suggested two tactics: the use of case study protocol and the development of case study database. Both 

are in place in this paper as mentioned earlier. “Dependability” is the parallel criterion to reliability 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985), which can be achieved by recording all changes to produce a reliable account 

of the emerging research focus that may be evaluated by others. Effort is made in the transparency of 

process of case selection and data collection in this paper. Key evaluations will be addressed in Section 

6.3 Limitations and Future Research.  
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4. CASE DESCRIPTION 

 

The purpose of this chapter is to provide brief introduction on the background of the chosen cases 

including the basic information of the Bank, their purpose, strategy and values.  

 

4.1 BANK OF AMERICA 

 

While the current entity (The Bank of America Corporation, abbreviated as “BofA”) was formed after 

the merger of Bank America (the holding company of the Bank of America) and NationsBank in 1998, 

history of BofA can be dated to 1904 when the first branch of the Bank of Italy (which would later be 

renamed as Bank of America in 1928) was opened in San Francisco, USA (Britannica, n.d.). In the 

financial year ended 31 December 2019 the Bank’s annual gross revenue amounted to USD 91.2 

billion with net profit being USD27.4 billion (Bank of America, 2020a). BofA have presence in over 

35 countries, supported by over 208 thousand employees.  

 

The purpose of the Bank is “to Help Make Financial Lives Better, through the Power of Every 

Connection” (Bank of America, 2020b). The strategy of BofA lies in their “Responsible growth” 

concept which consists of four pillars: 

• We must grow and win in the market – no excuses 

• We must growth with our customer-focused strategy 

• We must grow within our risk framework 

• We must grow in a sustainable manner 

 

To deliver its purpose and achieve Responsible Growth, BofA lives their values which consist of four 

principles: 

• Deliver together 

The Bank treats every client and teammates individually and equally. 
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• Act responsibly 

BofA strives to make decisions that are clear and fair with integrity and disciplined 

management of risk. 

 

• Realize the power of our people 

The Bank respect their employees and value their differences in thought, style, culture, 

ethnicity and experience.  

 

• Trust the team 

BofA acknowledged that great teams are built on mutual trust, shared ownership and 

accountability.  

 

4.2 BARCLAYS 

 

Headquartered in England, history of the Barclays Bank traces back to its goldsmith banking business 

in London in 1690. The name “Barclays” became associated with the organisation when their partner 

James Barclay joined the business. In the financial year ended 31 December 2019, group annual gross 

income was GBP 21.6 billion with net income amounted to GBP 3.4 billion (Barclays, 2020). Barclays’ 

global workforce of over 87 thousand people support their presence in 46 countries.  

 

Barclays updated their strategy in 2016 in view of the changes in economic and regulatory 

environment, and changing customer needs. The Bank also updated their purpose in 2018 which is 

“Creating Opportunities to Rise”. Their strategy are delivered under four pillars: 

• Focusing on customers and clients 

• Becoming more digital 

• Protecting and strengthening our culture 

• Maintaining and increasing our diversification 
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A set of values, reflecting the new purpose, are shared to guide the behaviour of their employees which 

include: 

• Respect 

Barclays respect and value their employees and the contributions they made. 

 

• Integrity 

The Bank act fairly, ethically and openly in every aspect. 

 

• Service 

Barclays put their customers at the centre of what they do. 

 

• Excellence 

The Bank deliver the best and sustainable results using their energy, skills and resources. 

 

• Stewardship 

Barclays are passionate in improving the way they operate as an organisation. 

 

4.3 BBVA 

 

Headquartered in Spain, Banco Bilbao Vizcaya Argentaria, S.A. (abbreviated by its initialisms 

“BBVA”) was established in 1857 (BBVA, 2020). In the financial year ended 31 December 2019, 

annual gross income of the bank amounted to EUR 24.5 billion with annual net profit reaching EUR 

3.5 billion. BBVA operates in 30 countries across the American, European and Asian continent with 

over 126 thousand employees as of 31 Dec 2019.  

 

In 2015, BBVA updated their strategy to demonstrated their determination in transformation by 

defining a new set of company-wide purpose, strategy and values. To achieve its purpose, being “To 

Bring the Age of Opportunities to Everyone”, six strategic priorities were evolved from its strategy, 

which can be grouped under three building blocks:  
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• What we stand for  

o Improving our clients’ financial health 

o Helping our clients transition towards a sustainable future 

• Drivers of superior performance 

o Reaching more clients 

o Operational excellence 

• Accelerators to deliver on our Strategy 

o The best and most engaged team 

o Data and Technology 

 

BBVA’s values were identified from an open process with the involvement from its employees across 

the globe and departments of the Bank. Such values are viewed as the core of the Bank’s strategy as 

they define the organisation’s identity, which include: 

• Customer comes first 

The Bank aspires to take a holistic customer vision by being empathetic, possessing integrity 

and meeting customer’s needs. 

 

• We think big 

BBVA value innovation only because of such value but also because of the significant impact 

innovations have on people and on the enhancement of opportunities.  

 

• We are one team 

The Bank trusts their employees through collaborations and breaking down silos and, through 

empowering them by sharing the responsibility and ownership of the role.  
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4.4 DBS  

 

Established as the Development Bank of Singapore in 1968 to take over the industrial financing 

activities from the Singapore Government (Singapore Infopedia, 2015), the DBS Bank was renamed 

in 2003 to better reflect its changing role in the region. In financial year end 31 December 2019, 

annual gross income reached SGD 14.5 billion with net income amounted to SGD 6.4 billion 

annually (DBS, 2020). Unlike the other three case companies, Singapore positioned itself as the 

regional bank in Asia, despite DBS is present in 18 markets including London and Los Angeles, 

supported by employees totalling 28,526 as of 31 December 2019.  

 

To reflect the Bank’s belief that banking should be simple, seamless and invisible in the digital era, 

the company ethos of DBS was evolved to “Live More, Bank Less” in 2018 (DBS, n.d. a). Such ethos 

are expressed in three ideas to help their customer: 

• To live hassle-free with invisible banking 

• To seize life’s opportunities 

• To live larger than themselves 

 

The set of corporate values promoted in DBS are summarised by their “PRIDE!” model (DBS, n.d. 

b), which consists of five pillars: 

• Purpose-driven 

DBS believe the impact they create goes beyond banking and are committed to create a more 

sustainable bank. 

 

• Relationship-led 

The Bank value long-lasting relationships and strong teams which are built through 

collaborations and trust.  
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• Innovative 

DBS embrace changes and encourage their team to challenge the status quo by finding 

innovative ways to improve customer experience.  

 

• Decisive 

The Bank empower their employee by giving them the freedom to think, to act and to own.  

 

• E! 

DBS are open-minded, empathetic and respectful of others by recognising and celebrating the 

contribution and success of others. They also aim to energise their team by creating a joyful 

work culture.  
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5. ANALYSIS 

 

As mentioned under Section 3.5.1 Research Quality, this paper adopts the “pattern matching” 

analytic technique to strength its internal validity.  This chapter presents findings of the case studies 

which are structured as three sub-sections based on the key observations this paper collected from 

data – customer-centric culture, empowering the team and collaborative culture.  

 

5.1 CUSTOMER-CENTRIC CULTURE 

 

As mentioned under Section 3.3.1 Banking Industry, most of the digital initiatives from the banking 

industries are viewed as “me-too” defensive action against their competitors. This could be explained 

by the commoditisation of banking products. With intense global competition, margins of the banking 

industry are being constantly squeezed. Customers are getting more price-sensitive while banks find 

it harder to differentiate based on their product offering, facing the inevitable “commodity trap” 

(Quelch, 2007). Commodities are products with high degrees of standardization, price transparency, 

and easily accessible alternatives. The products offered by banks are standardised that even a wider 

variety of similar products are no longer appealing to their customers.  

 

As reported, there is a transition of culture, from product-focused to customer-focused. While banks 

used to compete on its scope of product and the associated geographical presence, it is observed that 

banks changed their strategy by reviewing their customer experience and designing new products or 

processes which are customer-centred.  

 

DBS understand their role in customers’ daily life – people simply do not revolve around banking; 

and conclude that to make banking joyful, one should make the banking part invisible (Bloomberg, 

2016). Unlike organizations who show their digital transformation achievement through putting 
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technology in the centre, DBS aim to provide greater user experience based on ecosystems to make 

the banking part invisible.  

 

Barclays take an opposite approach in taking their customers’ concern as priority by setting up the 

Eagle Lab. The Eagle Lab is initially a nationwide network of co-working spaces for digital 

entrepreneurs launched in 2016. Gradually this place considered inclusion of the wider community 

with the first focus for transforming Barclays the most accessible company in the FTSE for elderly 

and disabled customers (Barclays, 2019). Ashok Vaswani, CEO of Barclays UK, shared the story of a 

103-year-old customer asking for help with his new gadget in the Lab (Cocking, 2017).  

 

BBVA utilise extensive data analytics and technology to understand the behaviours of their customers 

and predict their needs (Mejía, 2018a). Gathering data from all retail financial transactions their 

customers make via their digital channels, the Bank extract insights about the frequency, amount and 

concept of a transaction, and develop recommendation engine to recommend a range for the amount 

for future transactions. Such tool provides a personalised customer experience in digital channels.  

BBVA view that money will be a commodity not present in form of bills or coins but as a means to 

have new experiences in the bank of the future (Mejía, 2018b).  

 

Similarly, BofA rolled out their virtual assistant in June 2018 and was reported to be the most-used 

banking chatbot in the world (Digital Magazine, 2019). The differentiating characteristics of such 

chatbot is its proactiveness by identifying and notifying any duplicate credit card charge or recurring 

charge that appear to be higher than usual.  The Bank also introduce capabilities to help identify 

potential clients in the corporate world. Traditionally bankers rely on anecdotal research to identify 

investors who are likely to participate in an initial public offering (IPO) based on investor relationship, 

recollection of previous deal participation and knowledge in the industry. Such estimation often fails 

to connect potential investors with their target equity capital market transactions. The Bank rolled 

out capabilities to provide bankers with investor recommendation based on statistical data analysis, 

equipping bankers with meaningful analysis they can incorporate in shaping strategy to best serve 

their customers (Gartner, 2019).  
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Having said that, the cultural shift from product-focused to customer-focused does not imply a decline 

in quantity or quality of product offering. Digitalisation enables banks to streamline their process and 

products. For instance, in Barclays, they introduced a new app that combines features from separate 

apps to improve their customer experience, after receiving feedback from their customers (Barclays, 

2020).  

 

An customer-centric approach also reduces risks in innovation, indirectly encourages 

experimentations and risk taking, which will be elaborated under Section 5.3 Collaborative Culture. 

The potential of new projects can be supported by customer insights while banks can make 

adjustments nearly real-time with direct input from end users (Goran et al., 2017). 

 

5.2 EMPOWERING THE TEAM 

 

There is an old saying - “Give a man a fish and you feed him for a day; teach a man to fish and you 

feed him for a lifetime.” To empower the team, companies can choose either to recruit outsiders who 

have existing knowledge and expertise in the subject matter. Alternatively, this paper observed that 

case companies empower their employees by addressing the knowledge and skill gap under the digital 

era and providing sufficient resources to bridge such gap.  

 

Barclays understood not every employee are comfortable with technology. The Bank recruited a 

group of younger existing employees as “Digital Eagles” to provide training to their branch staff on 

mobile technology (Barclays, 2019), and this inspired the birth of the Eagle Lab mentioned under 

Section 5.1 Customer-centric Culture. The Bank empowered their team not only through training 

but also through giving them a chance to make an impact.  

 

BBVA acknowledged that e-learning modules are insufficient and chose to create a long-term 

upskilling programme which is built on the principles of gamification, that is a process of enhancing 
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services with certain motivational affordance to invoke gameful experiences and further behavioural 

outcomes (Hamari et al., 2014). Employees do not only acquire the required knowledge and technical 

skills but also get engaged and being hooked onto the course (Roy, 2020). The programme has become 

one of the most extensive technology-focused upskilling programmes in the industry as BBVA believe 

the need to acquire knowledge is not exclusive to technology companies.   

 

DBS share the view that common online courses or in-class learning were not sufficient to promote a 

new mindset. Instead, they organized experimental learning opportunities including internal 

hackathons, engaging thousands of employees where they work hand-in-hand with startups to deliver 

banking innovations. Despite the event was only a few hours long, this give employees a taste of what 

startups do and changes their attitude towards these companies (Marous, 2019).  

 

In BofA, emphasis place on the interconnectedness of IT and business (Boulton, 2017). For instance, 

the business team are required to demonstrate that they understand the variables in virtualization 

choices because it impacts the cost base of the bank significantly. Likewise, the IT team need to be 

conversant about the Bank’s business which helps them understand the implication of their decisions 

in a customer-focused way.  

 

To empower their employees, this paper observed that banks give them certain level of autonomy 

rather than relying on formally structured coordination and policies.   

 

BBVA execute its transformation into an agile organization (Forcano, 2018). Agile was first seen as a 

set of management practices associated with software development which evolved from four core 

ideals: (i) individuals and interactions over processes and tools, (ii) working software over 

comprehensive documentation and (iii) customer collaboration over contract negotiation; and (iv) 

responding to change over following a plan (Beck, 2001). The agile innovation methods have 

revolutionized information technology and have been widely adopted in general management (Rigby 

et al., 2016) with emphasis on a few principles, for example scrum (to empower a small team to solve 

complex problems) and lean development (the continual elimination of waste).  
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At BBVA, small teams are formed with professionals who are fully dedicated to build new solutions 

and execute projects, following scrum principles (Forcano, 2018). Teams have autonomy to organize 

their work and to execute all end-to-end processes while team leaders focus on giving strategic 

guidance to teams and acting as coaches to help build new skills and mindsets. BBVA view their agile 

transformation as a journey that never ends and aim to promote a cultural transformation that puts 

their execution teams at the centre of the organization in the future.  

 

5.3 COLLABORATIVE CULTURE 

 

Previously, innovation projects are centralized under their IT or product teams which focus on the 

delivery of products.  Case companies demonstrated their commitment to digital transformation in 

changing the corporate structure. 

 

BBVA created a new “Talent & Culture” department, which is their HR department, to manage 

talent and drive cultural change (Torres Vila, 2015; Forcano, 2018). Their new organizational 

structure puts digital transformation at the center of strategy to accelerate its execution. 

Interdisciplinary teams coined “the golden triangle” collaboration between their Business team, 

Technology team and Design team are also formed for the company’s digital transformation projects 

(Sinnott, 2020).  

 

DBS positioned its innovation department to be its delivery mechanism for culture change, as opposed 

to delivering product innovations (Marous, 2019). Such department is not staffed by technology or 

banking experts but by people who can fill the existing gap between these two disciplines (AsiaOne, 

2016). The team work on a problem brought in by an executive within the Bank and give them the 

right tool kits or mindsets to tackle the problem. The bank also redefined internal processes to allow 

IT department and product development teams to work closely to increase the speed and quality of 

product launches (Westerman et al., 2019).  Meanwhile BofA involve their front-line employees who 
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are non-professional developers to help optimize internal digital transformations as they have stake in 

it, which result in higher adoption of new applications (Digital Magazine, 2020).  

 

Collaborations are also encouraged by promoting an entrepreneurial culture in the company. While 

taking risk is generally viewed as a basic element for an innovative environment, risk and failure 

profoundly challenges human beings (Goran et al., 2017). Situation gets more complicated in the 

digital era because on one hand the willingness to experiment and to invest in new, potentially risky 

areas has become critically important and on the other hand the cost of failure is higher due to greater 

transparency driven by the increasing availability of data. Support from top-level management is 

particularly essential to promote entrepreneurial culture.  

 

Senior management of BBVA stressed the need to embrace change and lose the fear of failure at 

public or internal presentation (González, 2015). From the set of values, the BBVA strengths its 

corporate culture of collaboration and entrepreneurship.  In particular, under its “We think big” value 

which encourage their employees to discover new ways, innovating and testing new ideas which 

enable them to learn.  

 

Barclays recognize that people are used to saying “no” in a highly regulated environment. The Bank 

provide a physical facility, named “Rise”, outside the walls of their headquarter. In such open space, 

a “no” may not translate to a “yes” automatically, but it does become a “maybe” (Kunitzky, 2017). 

The Bank leverage on internal teams as a resource to identifying challenges within the core business. 

They find employees tend to be more receptive to ideas in an open, collaborative space.  

 

DBS envisaged themselves as a “28,000-person startup” by creating an environment that embraces 

experimentation (DBS, 2020). Leaders are credited with their efforts to push accountability downward 

with helping the company achieve its success (Ross, 2020). The Bank adopted a ‘bottom-up, top-

down’ initiative for innovation, underpinned by joint oversight and accountability (Henderson, 2020). 

A bottom-up approach is reflected in the vast number of innovations driven by their employees which 

are “almost impossible to track them”, described by Jimmy Ng, Group CIO of DBS. Most recently, 
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the DBS team used network graph and analytics in contact tracing for COVID-19 cases, implying 

the volume of innovative culture and nimbleness developed internally.  

 

Likewise, Brian Moynihan, CEO of BofA, described the bank as “a technology company, wrapped 

around a great bank” (Saibil, 2019). Banks like BofA enjoy the advantage being a traditional bank 

with range and depth of existing data it obtained from its history of operations and size of customers. 

Scale gives the bank diversification, meaning it can ride out the variability or uncertainty in an 

individual idea or innovation, reducing the risk associated in failing (High, 2017).  
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6. DISCUSSION 

 

In this chapter, main findings are critically discussed with sections addressing the theoretical and 

practical implications. The third section concerns the limitations of this paper and suggests potential 

future research related to subjects discussed in this paper.  

 

6.1 THEORETICAL IMPLICATIONS 

 

As discussed under Section 2.2 Digital Innovation, Nambisan et al. (2017) suggested three key 

differences between digital innovation management from technological innovation management:   

 

1. Structure and boundaries of digital innovation are more dynamic and unpredictable 

2. Innovation agency with digital innovation are less predefined and more distributed  

3. Innovation process and outcome are shaping and shaped by the other 

 

As reported, findings of this paper align with Nambisan et al.’s argument.  Firstly, as reported in this 

paper, it is true that digital product offerings continue to evolve even after the product launch. For 

example when BofA rolled out their virtual assistant, it started with a one-size-fits-all standard and 

linear app (Llopis, 2020). The company continue to learn the requirements from their customer and 

gradually expand the capabilities to offer a more personalised user experience. The dynamic nature 

of digital innovation has implications on a digital-innovation-friendly corporate culture. Technology 

was considered substitute to labour force. Unlike the use of labour-saving technology (or better known 

as automation) that reduces or even eliminates the reliance of manpower under the 3rd Industrial 

Revolution, digital technologies are considered labour-augmenting technology that complement 

labour force and increase labour productivity (WTO, 2017).  While the impact of digital technology 

on labour force is beyond the scope of this paper, this shift has positive effect on the acceptance of 

technologies and a broader implication on corporate culture. Employees in banks, for example, 

started to understand the concept of omni-channel. With simple transactions being migrated to online 
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channels, physical interactions become more significant. With relationship management still being 

the core of the banking business, digital technologies at banks are not only used to improve efficiency, 

but to drive engagement (Titterton, 2017). Employees feel more connected and impactful when they 

directly interact and serve their customers.   

 

Secondly, it is also true that digital innovation agency are more distributed. The role of innovation 

was once sat in the product or R&D team. As reported, banks are involving every employee to drive 

innovation. In DBS, employees were encouraged to contribute during normal work hours by 

suggesting ways to reduce wait time, even they could not solve those challenges themselves 

(Bloomberg, 2016). An involvement does not necessarily ask their staff to double-hat or ask for a 

mandatory submission of innovative idea. It is reflected in the effort case companies make in engaging 

everyone in the cultural transformation process of the organisation. Companies are also shifting their 

performance management model, from solely rewarding employees for individual contributions, to 

recognising the importance of leveraging the work of others (Westerman et al., 2019). 

 

Finally, innovation process and outcome across banks are interrelated. Taking the customer-centric 

culture as an example, the use of customer insights motivates innovation of products that best serve 

customer interest. The value of digital innovation lies in both the product and process. The 

unintended collaboration across teams sparks further innovation.  Higher transparency in the projects 

raise productivity (Westerman et al., 2019) and build greater understanding and trust across units.   

 

Having said that, there are certain cultural attributes incumbent companies continue to adopt that 

promote digital innovations. While their counterparts may feel stability and integrity in corporate 

culture to be bureaucratic and stodgy, traditional banks differ culturally in how to minimise problems 

through strict rules, drive integrity into daily behaviours and create stability for stakeholders. It 

becomes clearer that integrity and stability contribute to embrace the best of their legacy (Westerman 

et al., 2019). Case companies promote such combination by introducing products that are supported 

by data and rapid experimentation, for example.  
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This suggests that case companies could adopt the ambidextrous organisations concept in revitalising 

corporate culture company-wide. While the benefit of a coherent set of corporate culture is 

acknowledged, there may be different strategic priority across banks. Banks pay special attention to 

some units and focus on quick wins and high-potential opportunities to build momentum for broader 

challenges. Seeing successful cases will break down resistances and diffuse practices across the 

company.  

 

6.1.1 APPLICATION OF THE DIGITAL MASTERY CONCEPT 

 

To recap, the key building blocks of the Digital Mastery concept entails i) customer experience, ii) 

operations, iii) business model innovation, and iv) talent and organisation grouped under digital 

capabilities; v) vision and purpose, vi) governance, vii) Culture and engagement, viii) IT-business 

relationship, and ix) workforce enablement, grouped under leadership capabilities.  The framework 

suggests a combination of digital capabilities and leadership capabilities promote digital innovation, 

as illustrated under Figure 4.  

 

 

Figure 4. Simplified Digital Master Framework 

 

 

Digital capabilities

Leadership capabilties

Digital innovation
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As reported in this paper, organisation with promising digital innovation management develop both 

digital capabilities and leadership capabilities. It is also observed that these two type of capabilities 

complement each other. Taking customer experience as an example, it is illustrated that banks are 

implementing a customer-centric culture in both their products which in turn shape the way their 

employees think and operate.  

 

Suggested by Neal Cross, DBS' ex-CIO, innovation “has less to do with technology and is about 

people and behaviour" (The Economic Times, 2016). When organisations are more digitally mature, 

it is argued that the impact of investment in digital capabilities will gradually shift to an indirect one 

on digital innovation by forming the foundation for a cultural change and the signal for company 

commitment.  

 

 

Figure 5. Proposed model 

 

  

Digital capabilities Leadership capabilities Digital innovation
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6.2 PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS 

 

Each bank is unique. The degrees of strategic freedom and cultural change it enjoys depend on its 

business model, assets, and capabilities relative to peers, as well as on the stability of the market in 

which it operates (McKinsey, 2019). As reported, despite having the same goal – promoting digital 

innovation, case companies are adopting different approaches. To reiterate, the purpose of this paper 

is not to study the story of the most digitally-innovative banks. Instead, this paper aims to perform 

analysis on the role of corporate culture in successfully managing digital innovation.  While this paper 

analyses in the context of the banking industry, practical implications can be adopted to almost every 

industry.  

 

Firstly, to borne-digital companies, while their corporate culture contributes to an early success, with 

key characteristics including self-organisation, strong motivation and rapid experimentation, there 

may be concerns when the organisation started to grow. The success of radial innovation is ultimately 

dependent on whether they can become institutionalized (Burgelman, 1984). As mentioned above, 

there are traditional practices that maintains their relevance in digital companies. Another practical 

implications to is that there is a shift in the mindset and mentality in appreciating digital innovations. 

This does not only bring competition, but also potential collaboration in the soon future.  

 

Secondly, to well-established, sizeable companies with long history, it was illustrated that the 

characteristics of digital technologies are creating a changing dynamics to manage innovations. While 

culture management is not something new, such importance is further highlighted in the digital era. 

Companies are updating their strategies to reflect new values and practices. Employees are being 

empowered to make an impact. The increasing use of data shapes the future of client engagement.  

 

As summarized by Westerman et al. (2019), culture is a complex subject that people who offer simple 

answers for culture change simply do not know what they are talking about. No matter the size, 

development status and industry of the companies are in, leaders continue to play a decisive role in 

defining and promoting their corporate culture which is ultimately unique to the organisation.   
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6.3 LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH 

 

The first limitation of this paper lies the nature of qualitative and secondary data collected. Despite 

the benefit of using qualitative data in interpretive research to make sense of the subjective and socially 

constructed meanings expressed by social actors about the phenomenon being studied, this paper 

adopts a four-case study approach, mainly due to the intention to pick one institution from each major 

financial hub, which may provide limited evidence in the analysis. Resources could be made to widen 

the scope of cases to achieve more in-depth knowledge in the subject matter.  As mentioned under 

Section 3.5.1 Research Quality, secondary data have bias which prevents from obtaining a fair 

analysis and exhibits deficiency in the credibility test of this paper. Potential improvement involves 

the collection of information from employees in the case companies using research strategies like 

interviews. This does not only mitigate the information bias explained above, but also provide an 

enriched explanation of the impact of corporate culture. Observations can also be made at case 

companies to understand the most invisible layer of culture - unconscious assumptions – under the 

Schien’s model (Schien, 1984).  Having said that, this paper uses multiple sources of qualitative data 

which ensure a sufficient degree of validity is achieved.  

 

Another limitation lies in the timing issue. As reported, most of the case companies updated their 

group strategy to meet the demand to digitalise their products and processes, earliest being BBVA in 

2015. While there are observable results in terms of awards and recognition by the media, it deems 

unfair to assess the actual impact and success or failure of such corporate culture in a timeframe of 

five years, or less.  A longitudinal study to study the change and development of corporate research 

could provide a broader picture and mitigate the snap-shot nature of this paper.  

 

While this paper presents an updated picture of the relationship between corporate culture and digital 

innovation management with theoretical and practical implications, future research area could be 

explored, for instance whether the role of corporate culture in digital-only companies is compared to 

this study. Similarly, it would be interesting to research whether corporate culture continues to play 

a vital role in organisation with immature digital capabilities in place.   
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7. CONCLUSION 

 

This paper explains how corporate culture continues to play a determining role in digital innovation 

management. The extent of its importance is magnified given the characteristics of digital innovations, 

with structure and boundaries of digital innovation being more dynamic and unpredictable, 

innovation agency being more distributed and innovation process and outcome shaping and being 

shaped by each other.  

 

Under the context of traditional banking industry, case companies acknowledged that humans are 

not machineries in the sense that corporate culture cannot be embedded to employee like codes and 

instructions. It requires training, time and dedications using a top-down approach. Given varying 

strategic priority across banks, their practical approach differs but the direction remains align. This 

paper identified key characteristics of a digital-innovation-friendly culture which include customer-

centric culture, empowering the team and collaborative culture. Launching digital projects is just a 

starting point. This paper argued that when organisations are digitally mature, digital capabilities of 

organizations will gradually form the foundation for digital innovation with cultural capabilities being 

the essential driving force.  

 

This paper explained both theoretical and practical implications for future research and applications. 

The complexity of cultural changes within corporate institutions is widely recognized and it lies in the 

sustained effort and attention of the management level to make constant adjustment and alignment 

in view of the agile digital entrants, increasing customer demands and changing business environment.  
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