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T
he impact of technology on business is 
there for all to see — ‘born digital’ com-
panies such as Amazon, Airbnb, Uber and 
Alibaba have built multi-billion dollar busi-
ness at a never-before-seen speed in the 

corporate world. In achieving this, they fundamentally 
disrupted many traditional industries and posed a seri-
ous challenge to some of the long-established compa-
nies in their fi eld. The success of these companies makes 
it clear that there is a qualitative diff erence in the way 
leaders need to think about this new infl ection point in 
how business and technology are shaping up. The secret 
to success of the best and biggest ‘born digital’ players 
is their ability to think and execute on platform-based 
digital businesses backed by building technology plat-
forms that are unique.

Hence, the important questions one need to ask are:

Are there lessons or takeaways from the ‘born digital’ 
companies?
Yes, a platform-based business model. At a simple level, 
platforms can be seen as bringing together three layers to 
create economic value — a network of value seekers and 
providers, systems that enable value exchange between 
them and underlying data that powers matching of value 
across participants. Firms now need to look at non-linear 
business models as opposed to a linear demand and sup-
ply in a traditional ‘pipe’ structure. Firms have to see how 
vendors, partners, infl uencers and customers can all be 
brought together for more value-added fulfi lment.

Is there something in common? 
Yes, it can be more appropriately interpreted as a con-
nected ecosystem of customers, business, vendors and 
partners, intelligent decisions driven based on data gen-
erated by the ecosystem and open, fl exible scalable sys-
tems that enable innovation and execution. Platforms 

leverage data generated from the ecosystem to drive in-
telligence that enhances value. 

Is there a framework or concept that can help me achieve 
successful digital implementations? 
Digital transformation of businesses can be achieved 
through a platform-based approach that is focused on the 
nuances of the vertical or industry of operation. However, 
the ‘born digital’ players have been disrupting business not 
only with their platform business models — but also with 
their underlying platform approach to IT too. The tech-
nology environment, application build approach, and the 
IT operations model work together as one system and to a 
very diff erent rhythm. This is encapsulated in the concept 
of ‘Platformation’ which covers the four key dimensions of 
open, scalable, connected and intelligent. These four di-
mensions are encapsulated in 16 technology attributes.

What could a road map look like?
Business leaders need to quickly move to transform 
their business to be ready for the age of platforms — 
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both in terms of business and technology. An imme-
diate priority would be to strategise and implement 
elements of ecosystem thinking, data-based value en-
hancement and innovation agility of key systems, as 
parts of their existing core businesses. 

As a part of the initiation of ‘Platformation’, one would 
have to examine the opportunity that can be capitalised 
and then embark on a business as well as technology 
readiness assessment.

The business maturity assessment would encompass 
three key dimensions — leadership and talent, vision 
and business model and execution approach. Similar-
ly the platform maturity assessment is also made on 
three dimensions — digital capability, data and archi-
tecture. The existing system’s capability to manage an 
ecosystem of stakeholders, the ability to leverage data 
for decision making and the inherent level of fl exibility 
in the application architecture and infrastructure are 
assessed at this stage. The technology maturity assess-
ment against where one is on the 16 point framework.

The combination of the above assessment would help 
map the position of the organisation in one of the fol-
lowing four categories — beginners, technovators, chal-
lengers and visionaries, capturing the existing state of 
the organisation. The gap analysis of individual ele-
ments of the maturity assessment framework then helps 
a business plan their path to the next ideal stage goals 
for digital and platform readiness. 

What are the options for execution of a platform-enabled 
digital program? 
Technology providers are moving swift ly to enable the 
kind of seamless soft ware infrastructure, development 
and operations environment across a range of solution 
areas such as commerce, analytics, mobility and IoT 
on cloud so that traditional enterprises can upgrade to 
platform paradigms for their IT systems. Other than the 
early innovators in this space such as Salesforce, main-
stream enterprise soft ware solution providers such as 
SAP, Microsoft  and Oracle have invested signifi cantly 
and off er viable platforms on which to build new sys-
tems. We at Sonata have worked to prepare ourselves 
to provide solutions using these platforms. 

Organisations, once they map themselves against 
the maturity framework on business, platform and 
technology should then chart their path on all three 
dimensions.

What’s critical is to get the technology framework 
right so that a long-term fl exible platform-based busi-
ness model is constructed. There are many ways to im-
plement a platform technology framework depending 
on where the business is and what the short medium 
and long term business goals are. The defi ning factors 
could be competition, how quickly the business is get-

ting disrupted, how quickly one needs to act and how 
diff erentiated one wants the approach to be. Based on 
that, the solution approach refl ects three key diff erent 
ways of executing eff ective digital platform programs. 
Industry-ready: An end-to-end business platforma-
tion approach through industry-specifi c cloud plat-
forms that are being set up by innovators, such as So-
nata in this space. 
Accelerate: Popular horizontal platforms on leading 
ISV stacks that a business is already invested into, can 
be deployed if time, cost, and risks need to be moder-
ated in going platform, especially with specifi c busi-
ness process areas. 
Custom: A very unique set of business features and 
the willingness to invest time and money in setting 
up a diff erentiated platform may mandate an ap-
proach where a signifi cant part of the platform is 
custom-built.

Our early customer experiences validate the power of 
these approaches, depending on the existing systems, ma-
turity and business transformation objectives of a customer.

SUMMARY 
It is time that for proactive business leaders, all sig-
nifi cant new innovation initiatives be seen through 
a lens of platform-based business and technology 
models. Any eff ort launched as standalone, isolated 
or point interventions will have a limited shelf-life 
and potentially give a false sense of comfort in being 
prepared for the emerging digital economy. Since 
this is easier said than done, the key to successful 
digital transformation is to have a concept like ‘Plat-
formation’ — in order to provide the road map that 
is required to get there. Successful digital business 
can only be built on a robust framework like ‘Plat-
formation’ that appropriately combines the business 
and technology foundations needed to make a fun-
damental impact. b
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