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Digital transformation in business and society is one of the megatrends of our time.  

It is associated with the hope of creating innovative and sustainable solutions which, 

based on digital technologies, deliver added value for customers. At the same time, it 

is also associated with the challenge of proactively changing and further developing 

organizations. This clearly shows that digital transformation is not exclusively a techni-

cal topic, but also challenges corporate culture, the development of agile organizatio-

nal structures and the leadership of employees.

In Digital Design and Usability & User Experience working groups, we have been 

discussing for a long time how to focus more on the design aspect of digital transfor-

mation. One thing is obvious: a successful digital transformation takes into account 

the entire challenge to balance between wishes and needs of the users, economical 

constraints and technical capabilities.

Good conceptual work has always been the basis for a holistic view of problems, taking 

into account all framework conditions and restrictions. But what exactly does that 

mean? And how much space should conceptual work occupy in projects? This paper 

aims to provide answers to these questions.

We would like to thank all the authors who have contributed to the preparation of this 

paper with their expertise from numerous successful projects.
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 ■ Klaus Knebel, ISR Information Products AG
 ■ Frank Kruse, Diamant Software GmbH
 ■ Dr Kim Lauenroth, University of Applied Sciences Dortmund
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Germany – A country of Digital Transformation?

1 Germany – A country of  
Digital Transformation?

More than 40 years ago we set out into the digital world and 20 years ago we went 

online. The World Wide Web is often referred to as the starting point of the digital 

transformation of our society, i.e. our shift towards an economy and society based on 

digital technologies.

Why do we still not use the potential of these opportunities and really drive the digital 

transformation with good conceptual work?

Many of us have had our first experience with e-commerce by buying books on the 

internet. With the first iPhone in 2007, the digital world also increasingly moved into 

our pockets, jackets and handbags. Since that time, we have seen an explosion of 

technical possibilities around digitalization. Social networks, virtual worlds and even 

digital currencies emerged and became part of our everyday lives.

Most recently, the Corona pandemic has forced us into a digital home office in many 

industries. This has shown that in addition to the real office, a digital office is a viable 

option for many people.

However, if we put aside the exceptional situation of the crisis and the pleasure and 

fun of technological development, then unfortunately a rather disillusioned picture of 

the digital transformation is seen. In public authorities, for example, the e-file (eAkte) 

is considered a milestone, just like the e-prescription and the electronic patient file in 

the health sector. If we compare the developments in German authorities with those 

in other countries and other industries, then these developments are welcome, but by 

no means a digital transformation. The most important point of criticism is the trans-

fer of existing analogue (paper) solutions into the digital world. The full potential of 

digital technologies is not exploited with such an approach, as paper as a model sets 

unnecessary limits in thinking. Instead of thinking about electronic prescriptions and 

files, thinking models such as the digital twin provide much more far-reaching possibi-

lities for digital solutions and innovative ideas.

Of course, these and many other examples are steps in development and there are 

many good reasons why development is the way it is. Nor are the individual examples 

intended to be criticized per se. Rather, they represent an understanding of the digital 

transformation that worries us. It is precisely this understanding that we want to 

address:

Provocation: Simply 

transferring analogue 

paper solutions into the 

digital world is by far not 

digital transformation.
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Digital transformation as »electrification« of the existing is a false 
understanding of innovation!

The starting point for many digitization projects are existing processes and ways of 

working, i. e. essentially existing (e. g. paper files and their processes) approaches and 

systems are transferred one-to-one into the digital space and thus are just electrified. 

With this approach, the innovative power of a project is already limited to the potential 

of the model, right from the beginning. If forms are the leading metaphor, then forms 

are also transferred into the digital world. The result of such an approach will then 

inevitably be a solution such as the eFile, because the file as an instrument is set or is 

not questioned.

But true innovation in the digital transformation can only succeed if we question 

precisely this approach. Social networks, for example, came into being because their 

founders questioned the structure of traditional media and the separation between 

authors and readers. Questioning the existing and thinking new and better against the 

backdrop of digital possibilities – that is the core of digital transformation. And digital 

technologies can give everyone this ability, e. g. to redesign digital communication and 

overcome previous boundaries.

Why is it so difficult for us to leave our entrenched perspectives to question our role 

models and basic ways of doing things?

Germany – A country of Digital Transformation?
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Perfection culture inhibits innovative capacity

2 Perfection culture inhibits 
innovative capacity

Germany, »the country of engineers, poets and thinkers«. This narrative about our own 

culture is deeply anchored in our consciousness and leads many people to expect that 

they work as error-free as possible and immediately have the most perfect solution at 

hand.

For a matured and established product or solution, high quality is necessary and 

important. The long-standing success of the German automotive industry can serve as 

a good example of this. But especially in innovative environments and in the early 

phases of a project, striving for immediate perfection leads to exactly the opposite.

The demands of immediate faultlessness and immediate perfection inhibit exploratory 

progress and the articulation of new ideas. We prefer to stick to supposedly proven 

models instead of questioning them and, if necessary, rethinking them. Our culture 

seems to have led us in large parts to no longer dare to express new ideas. Even voicing 

a supposedly »strange« or even »flawed« idea is often seen as negative behavior.

Our thesis is that our success in many sectors of the economy and the associated 

narrative of perfection have shaped us in such a way that we also want to be perfect 

immediately with a view to digitalisation. However, we forget the long history of many 

of today's »perfect« industries, which is also marked by numerous failures and lear-

nings.

The exchange of design ideas, as a core principle of conceptual work, creates an intel-

lectual space in which visionary ideas can be conceived and designed together without 

great risk. At this stage, the demand for one's own flawless or perfect expressions is 

counterproductive, as we then only make up our ideas with ourselves.

Designing is, in the best sense of it, teamwork in thought experiments. We can literally 

throw innovative ideas for solutions into the room, verbally and visually. This allows us 

to discuss how these ideas can relate to reality and our environment. In this phase 

there are no mistakes – there are only insights that help to find a proper solution.

The demand for immedi-

ate perfection and error 

free solutions inhibits 

exploratory progress and 

the expression of new 

ideas.
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»Conceptual Mindset« and »Conceptual Leadership« are needed!

3 »Conceptual Mindset« and 
»Conceptual Leadership« are 
needed!

We are convinced that we need to relearn how to design digitalization in order to realize 

the full potential of the digital transformation for our economy and society. A cultural 

change in designing digital solutions is needed!

Conceptual work as a visible element of design must be newly established and lived. 

Doing and implementing this is what we call Conceptual Mindset.

This is especially important in the area of digital solutions. We often overestimate the 

supposedly quick adaptability of solutions in the digital space: »You can adapt it quickly, 

it's only software«. It must be understood that changes of fundamental nature to 

digital solutions are as costly and time consuming as changes to physical products and 

processes are.

 

»Good« conceptual work means interdisciplinary collaboration and a company-wide 

process that provides the guidelines for this. This is what we call Conceptual Leadership.

As the following plea will show, both – Conceptual Mindset and Conceptual Leadership –  

should be an integral part of the existing corporate culture. Conceptual Leadership, like 

leadership in general, needs to be lived by example and requires active participation. 

Therefore, success depends heavily on Conceptual Leadership being accepted, lived, 

promoted and demanded in a top-down approach through all management levels. Only 

such a permanent integration ensures that both Conceptual Mindset and Conceptual 

Leadership will have a sustainable effect.

We are sure that the initiation and steering of creative processes that are to result in 

successful products and services must be driven by strong Conceptual Leadership and, 

as a result, a distinctive Conceptual Mindset.

Fundamental changes to 

digital solutions are 

usually just as costly as 

changes to physical 

products and processes.
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Conceptual Leadership

4 Conceptual Leadership

Conceptual Leadership

Conceptual Leadership is much more than just a collection of instructions or guideli-

nes. It is about creating the most ideal environment possible in which solutions for a 

given task can be successfully designed. This includes guard rails and clear framework 

conditions for creative processes. The guard rails and framework conditions must be 

flexible and at the same time controllable.

They also need to establish a transparent culture of error and communication among 

all contributors.

Conceptual Leadership – as responsibility for management and the organization – 

encourages and enables all participants to explore the maximum space of the task and 

to gather impressions and experiences for possible solutions. These are then discussed 

and evaluated collaboratively. In addition, a decision is made on their further integrati-

on into a concept.

The particular specification of principles for the conceptual work gives the project a 

structure. The energy and available resources of those involved are directed in a targe-

ted way through clear structures without being unnecessarily restrictive. Depending 

on the project, this can include the following areas, for example

 ■ Constraints for design & technology
 ■ Process models
 ■ Collaboration & Communication
 ■ Information security
 ■ Administration & organizational guidelines

Conceptual Leadership 

encourages and enables 

all participants to explo-

re the maximum space 

of the task and to gather 

impressions as well as 

experiences for possible 

solutions.
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Typical tasks

A conceptual leader naturally has his own ideas about one or more possible solutions. 

It is important that this does not influence the team's perspective too much during the 

conceptual work. A conceptual leader is much more responsible for ensuring that »the 

direction is right« and that the team is basically on the right path with the right means. 

This includes ensuring priorities. Prioritization helps to focus energy and promotes a 

positive dynamic in the team.

Conceptual Leadership ensures that the team develops the best possible common unders-

tanding of the task and the approach. An emerging concept must be based on the com-

mon understanding of all participants. Cultivating this principle and Conceptual Mindset 

in the team and living it by example are the core tasks of Conceptual Leadership.

The decisive factor for the conceptual work should be that the specifications, principles 

and priorities are taken into account in order to design an optimal solution. The coope-

ration is based on mutual trust, which is supported by transparency and information. 

This includes critical questioning and also »auditing« to ensure success. To this end, 

Conceptual Leadership promotes and demands a strong and respectful work and 

feedback culture.

Organizational interaction as a success factor

Conceptual work leads to the involvement of many participants from different areas 

and perspectives of the company. For successful and targeted interaction, this must be 

organized and orchestrated through Conceptual Leadership (in terms of tools, paths, 

cadence).

This interaction must support the achievement of goals in an efficient and fact-orien-

ted manner and must not become a means to an end.

This means, in particular, that the participants always work towards a concrete goal 

within a defined framework and that the interaction leads to traceable results or 

further activities with clear responsibilities.

Conceptual Leadership
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Risk management and decision making

Conceptual Leadership is the conscious handling of decisions and risks, which are 

identified and addressed through conceptual work. Conceptual leaders are responsible 

for ensuring that all necessary decisions are made. It is important that only those 

decisions that the team cannot or may not make on their own responsibility are made 

by the conceptual leader. Decisions that the team does not want to make should not 

be taken over by a conceptual leader, but the team should be encouraged to make 

them themselves.

When decisions have to be made, it is important to understand that they cannot 

always be based on hard facts or KPIs in the context of conceptual work. Instead, they 

must be based on the confidence that the team has sufficiently addressed the issue 

and that the best possible information (at the time) is available. If there is any doubt 

about this, it is the responsibility of Conceptual Leadership to state this clearly and to 

encourage the team to improve the information situation. Here, the guidelines, princi-

ples and especially the priorities are of decisive importance.

Conceptual Leadership is responsible for weighing up the risks in such a way that an 

entrepreneurially justifiable solution emerges which is optimal for the users. For this, it 

is necessary to know, overview and critically question the work and in particular the 

results available up to that point.

Conceptual Leadership
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Conceptual Mindset

5 Conceptual Mindset

A question of attitude

Conceptual Mindset is an attitude and a way of behaving in order to design the best 

possible solution with given framework conditions (e. g. time, money or resources).

With Conceptual Mindset, one clarifies the framework conditions and acts in the 

awareness that the process of creating a solution is a highly collaborative cognitive 

process. The focus is on experiencing possibilities and limitations as well as gaining 

collaborative insights with the available resources.

The process of cognition includes questioning and understanding the problem space 

and exploring the corresponding solution space. The clear goal is the convergence of 

the cognitive process towards a good solution.

First and foremost, the Conceptual Mindset is about understanding how possible 

solutions can or will be designed. It is not about the concrete solution in detail.

In the Conceptual Mindset, designing a concept with its continuous adaptation is firmly 

anchored. A concept lives as long as the solution is being worked on. This means that 

for the duration of the implementation, it is continuously developed and adapted to the 

needs in order to make the current state of knowledge transparent to the solution.

A Conceptual Mindset means being aware that aspects, partial solutions or entire 

solutions will be identified as inappropriate and discarded. It is important to document 

the design as well as to record the reasons if parts or the design as a whole have been 

rejected.

The path is part of the 

solution, but the end of 

the path is not always the 

final solution, but often a 

step towards the goal.
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The design process as an »Escape Room«

Compared to a clearly defined implementation process, the design process is characte-

rized by various uncertainties. The Escape Room is a good analogy here to describe the 

work on designs.

Imagine that a group of people are in a completely dark building and 

have to leave it together. Leaving the building is the solution, the con-

cept is the wayfinding and the search for the way is the design process. 

All participants take their flashlights and start to illuminate the nooks 

and crannies of the building. Then they report on their perceptions. 

Which places seem suitable for finding an exit? Where do there seem to 

be dead ends? Where is it safe to move around? Where do dangers lurk? 

Are the observations perceived in the same way when someone else 

looks at the same place? What changes if you use more light? 

It is crucial for Conceptual Mindset to coordinate activities and resources and to trans-

fer findings into a common understanding: The concept.

It must be decided together where it seems most promising to focus the energy in 

order to find an exit. The available resources (in this case flashlights, people searching, 

batteries and their remaining power) are limited.

This can result in one or more activities. When everyone is convinced that they have 

found an approach to a way out, implementation is started together. If the solution 

does not work, alternatives are sought again.

Conceptual Mindset
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Community based, agnostic of the process  
model and continuous

Conceptual work, as an application of the Conceptual Mindset, is an ongoing and 

continuous activity that begins before implementation and accompanies the entire 

implementation. Conceptual work is independent of process models such as waterfall, 

agile, lean startup, etc.

Therefore, it should not be confused with existing process models which often define 

types of results of the conceptual work and their timing (e. g. specifications or user 

stories). However, they do not define the way in which the results are created. This 

path is the conceptual work and happens in parallel to all process models.

Conceptual Mindset is always necessary and useful at any point in time, because it 

helps to ensure that all those involved have a common understanding of the task to be 

solved and the solution they are aiming for.

Conceptual work as a basis for reasonable 
division of labor

Conceptual Mindset overcomes organizational and professional boundaries. To solve 

the tasks, all participants work together collaboratively.

Through successful conceptual work, all participants can map necessary requirements 

and related changes to their respective areas of responsibility and work on them 

independently. The concept ensures that the degree of autonomy to be lived is unders-

tood. All participants are aware that the flow of information and collaboration are 

essential for the solution of overarching tasks.

The »usual suspects« such as software development (development, testing), product 

management (product owner, project manager), operations (Ops, DevOps) and user 

experience (UX)/user interface (UI) design must be involved in the conceptual work. In 

addition, sales, pre-sales, business strategists and support as well as all other relevant 

roles and functions, and of course potential users, should be involved.

It is crucial to have no one excluded right from the beginning. However, the interaction 

must be organized and orchestrated through Conceptual Leadership (see section 4).

Conceptual Mindset
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Conclusion

6 Conclusion

In summary: Conscientious conceptual work is an elementary prerequisite for success-

ful development, e. g. of technology-based products, innovative services and digital 

solutions.

Good conceptual work reduces wrong decisions and avoids the emergence of bad 

solutions that the user does not accept. This ensures that the implementation is more 

targeted, more efficient and thus more economical and provides a useful reference for 

quality assurance. Such an approach more than compensates for the investment of 

one third of the energy in the conceptual work.

Good conceptual work identifies risks and core aspects, looks for different approaches, 

weighs them against each other and decides on a solution in a reflective way. Concep-

tual work is a collaborative process. It brings together people from different perspecti-

ves within the organization. It is not so much about documents, but about a common 

vision for implementation.

Conceptual Mindset manifests a jointly supported and content driven mission. It forms 

the basis for a common understanding of tasks and contributes to structured commu-

nication.

In the entrepreneurial sense, Conceptual Mindset not only contributes to the content 

of the work, but also results in risk minimisation and cost savings. In addition, Concep-

tual Mindset as an energy catalyst and motivator supports soft factors, e. g. an emotio-

nal connection to the task, which releases creative energies.

Conceptual Leadership and Conceptual Mindset are closely related. An organization 

that is committed to the Conceptual Mindset can only function if Conceptual Leader-

ship is exemplified. Culture cannot be prescribed, but is an expression of the lived 

reality within organizations.

Good conceptual work 

identifies risks and core 

aspects, looks for diffe-

rent solutions, weighs 

them up against each 

other and decides on a 

solution in a reflective 

way.
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Call for Action – ⅓ for conceptual work

7 Call for Action –  
⅓ for conceptual work

Therefore, in this paper, we advocate that 1/3 of the total available budget be invested 

in conceptual work. This investment, especially in the early phases of digitisation 

initiatives, has a high return on investment!

In order for the investment in conceptual work to be valuable, Conceptual Mindset 

based on Conceptual Leadership is required from all those involved, otherwise it is a 

waste of money.

At this point, it can only be recommended to start on the path to good conceptual 

work at the leadership level. If the leaders in their organization really commit to the 

Conceptual Mindset, support concepts and give space where it is needed, Conceptual 

Mindset can develop.

In order for the invest-

ment in conceptual work 

to be valuable, Conceptu-

al Mindset based on 

Conceptual Leadership is 

required from all those 

involved, otherwise it is a 

waste of money.
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