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In an era when increasing numbers of 
companies are making their organiza-
tions fit for digitization, we are seeing 
more and more digitization teams being 
installed. Read on to find out what com-
panies need to take into account.
Chief Digital Officer, Head of Digitization, 
Digitization Team or more imaginative ti-
tles like Digital Guru – no matter what 
they are called, people are fil-
ling the digitization roles in com-
panies the length and breadth 
of industry. The real estate sec-
tor in particular, which for a long 
time was reluctant to embrace 
digitization, is now taking the is-
sue seriously and creating po-
sitions and teams to push the 
topic. The housing industry still 
lags somewhat behind the com-
mercial and retail sectors, but is 
now also venturing deeper into 
the digital realm.
So it seems a good time to take 
a moment to think about the 
best way to build up a digitizati-
on team. After all, while one can 
and indeed should rely to some 
extent upon practical experience in the 
field, there are also studies, books and 
many other sources of information on 
the subject. Yet these sources of infor-
mation point in two very different direc-
tions. In order to make sense of all the 
advice, it is important to consider the 
objectives that the digitization team will 
be expected to achieve.

The digitization team’s goals
Essentially, the objective you are stri-
ving to achieve is the starting point for 
thinking about exactly what you need a 

digitization team for. There are of cour-
se many differing objectives, but they all 
basically follow one of two main trains 
of thought: Either you want to digitize to 
improve existing structures and proces-
ses, or you want to develop new digital 
solutions and products. As objectives 
go, the two could hardly be more dispa-
rate. In the former case, the team has 

to work around internal structures, get 
people excited about digitization, know 
their own processes and also consider 
political factors within the company. In 
other words, the team’s main task can 
be described as digital change manage-
ment with the goal of improving the 
existing organization. In the latter case, 
the team needs to develop new solu-
tions. It is not a question of changing or 
understanding existing structures. In-
deed, that could even be a hindrance 
and might limit free thinking. Unhampe-
red by the need to stick to any current 

structures or products, it is a matter of 
developing innovative solutions for mar-
kets and target groups that may just be 
emerging.
That said, improving existing processes 
can also be somewhat innovative. So it 
is important to clearly differentiate bet-
ween the kind of sustaining innovation 
that constitutes an improvement and a 

disruptive innovation that de-
notes something brand new. A 
sustaining innovation concerns 
itself with existing technologies 
or processes. It makes tried-
and-tested tools and methods 
more efficient without replacing 
them with something comple-
tely different. Disruptive inno-
vation, on the other hand, aims 
to develop something comple-
tely new. Therein lies the diffe-
rence between sustaining and 
disruptive innovation. You can 
read more on this subject in 
Clayton M. Christensen’s ma-
nagement classic, “The Innova-
tor’s Dilemma”.
To apply an analogy from the 

automotive industry: The continuous 
improvement of the internal combusti-
on engine to reach new top speeds is 
a sustaining innovation. On the other 
hand, the development of a new me-
thod of propulsion like an electric motor 
constitutes a disruptive innovation.

When sustaining innovation is your goal
Most digitization teams in the real esta-
te and housing industry are there to im-
prove internal processes. In an industry 
where many companies will have large 
numbers of employees hitting retire-
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ment in the coming years, it is only lo-
gical to want to become more efficient 
by applying digital solutions. Existing 
IT providers and start-ups are bringing 
many new approaches to the market 
that can be used to speed up existing 
processes.
A specific example may help to better 
illustrate what we’re talking about here. 
In every property, there will be damages 
that need to be repaired. These proces-
ses are known as minor repairs manage-
ment or reactive maintenance. Digitiza-
tion offers a wide range of possibilities 
to improve these processes. Apps th-
rough which tenants can report damage 
are already well known in the 
market. But what some com-
panies may not know is that 
chat bots offer another way 
to automate the recording of 
damage. However, the use of 
chat bots is predicated upon 
a detailed knowledge of the 
existing process. What a chat 
bot will normally do is hand-
le the recording of the case. 
Consequently, there must be 
a defined method of recor-
ding cases so far, data from 
existing catalogues must be 
entered ready for use, the-
re must be a functioning way to log the 
case in the ERP system and the nature 
of the damage needs to be examined to 
determine whether it is an emergency 
or not. These are just a few examples of 
what improving an existing process by 
means of digitization can involve.
Indeed, a detailed knowledge of the 
process is necessary in order to be able 
to identify areas in which sustaining in-
novations make sense in the first place. 
After all, not every solution on the mar-
ket is relevant or suits every process. 
It also helps if you know the people in-
volved in the process – the ones who 
are going to be using the new solution. 
Approaching them, identifying any pos-
sible fears and resistances they may 
have and overcoming them in a specific 
and targeted manner is one of the keys 
to success with sustaining innovations.
Implementing sustaining innovations to 
improve existing processes is not a new 
concept, nor is it something that came 
in with the age of digitization. Ever sin-
ce the advent of competition, good ma-

nagers have been working to become 
better and more efficient and to gain 
competitive edge. Doing so is part of 
the core business of every functioning 
company and, as such, should be em-
bedded in the organization.
Suitable forms for the realization of sus-
taining innovations include putting sup-
port functions on the task, having mixed 
teams working together in a task force, 
upgrading the existing organizational 
development, and so on. It can also be 
useful to link up with process advocates 
or department heads in order to gene-
rate ideas and understand which pro-
cess components are in need of impro-

vement. That is why a digitization team 
tasked with sustaining innovation must 
be part of the core organization.

When disruptive innovation is your goal 
Disruptive innovation is a beast of a com-
pletely different nature. Being innovati-
ve in the sense of disruptive, according 
to the unanimous opinions espoused by 
the theory books and practitioners ali-
ke, is not something you can do within 
the framework of an existing organiza-
tion. In other words, the many compa-
nies that are opening up satellite offices 
in Berlin, for example, to give them a 
way in the startup scene, have the right 
idea – if their aim is to create disrupti-
ve innovations in the office. There are 
many well researched reasons why this 
should be so:
Small teams and small organizations are 
much better at reacting fast. The gold 
standard of product development today 
is called the Lean Startup methodolo-
gy. How this can be transferred to the 
housing industry is something we have 

described for you here. The Lean Star-
tup methodology is applied by young 
companies the world over. It means that 
if a team wants to be innovative and 
develop new solutions, it must do so 
with the speed of a startup. This is sim-
ply not possible in large organizations 
with lengthy decision-making proces-
ses, where it can take months just to get 
an appointment with the CEO or other 
top management. Decisions need to be 
made then and there.
Corporate controlling is the very anti-
thesis of innovative. Seeking to address 
a market that does not yet exist with an 
elaborate business plan detailing the 

future revenues and margins 
that the “innovation unit” is ex-
pected to achieve is an exerci-
se in futility. The plan will never 
be met. In practice, this usual-
ly results in the team being fre-
quently reorganized or even 
disbanded due to a lack of suc-
cess as its goals remain unat-
tained (and unattainable).
New markets are usually very 
small and therefore not attrac-
tive to large companies per se. 
For many, many years, the mar-
ket for electric cars was tiny – 
and it still is, measured against 

the market for conventional drive ve-
hicles. Only a small company with a lean 
cost structure to match will see an at-
tractive opportunity there. 
Customers don’t know what they want. 
But if you listen to your customers and 
get their feedback, as every good mana-
ger working in the non-disruptive sphe-
re does, you will most certainly make 
improvements to the internal combusti-
on engine, to stick with the automotive 
analogy. What you won’t do, however, 
is think up a totally new drive system. 
Henry Ford put it in a nutshell when he 
famously said, “If I had asked people 
what they wanted, they would have said 
faster horses”. The disruptive innovation 
team must therefore be unencumbered 
by the influence of existing customers. 
That’s the only way they’ll be able to 
think freely.
A company’s ability to succeed in its 
current core business generally cons-
titutes one of the reasons why it is not 
particularly innovative. All companies 
have processes – whether they are writ-

If I had asked people  
what they wanted,  
they would have said  
faster horses.
Henry Ford

http://www.ritterwald.de/download/pdf/RW_20170306_Lean_Digitalisierung_www_EN.pdf


3 / 3

Building Digitization Teams Right – Goals and Success Factors

ten down or not, processes (in the sen-
se of workflows) always exist. A process 
that guides the actions of service provi-
ders in the area of facility management 
is probably not a suitable process to 
guide service providers seeking to im-
plement a new app for tenants. This ex-
ample in itself should make it clear that 
existing workflows cannot simply be im-
posed on top of new situations.
For all of the reasons set out above, 
a unit tasked with disruptive innovati-
on must be managed and set up like a 
separate company. It needs to be in a 
small organizational entity outside the 
main organization, with its own profit 
responsibility, its own decision-making 
processes and its own strategic mission.

Summary
The specific goal of the digitization 
team determines the correct organiz-
ational setup for that team. In practice, 
the goal of sustaining innovation is the 
most common, which is why it makes 
sense to build an internal team. But the 
fact that hardly any genuinely disrupti-
ve innovations have been sought in the 
real estate sector so far does not mean 
that this goal may not also be relevant 
at times. Such a responsibility should 
not be assigned to the internal digitizati-
on team, but must be entrusted to a se-
parate organizational entity that has as 
little as possible to do with the existing 
organization. It follows that if you wish 
to pursue both goals you will need two 
teams.
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