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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
A RARE OPPORTUNITY FOR MAJOR CHANGE  

 

The relationship between digital 
transformation and Covid-19 is now 
mainstream conversation, and it is 
increasingly clear that the crisis presents a 
rare and unique opportunity for 
accelerating organizational transformation 
across industries. EBU Members are no 
different, and are well placed to leverage 
the current situation for major change. 

In the EBU community, there is currently a 
real sense of positivity over what has been 
achieved in the last three months, and 
excitement about the potential for what 
might be achieved in the near future. 

Indeed, many Members have been 
surprised by the ability of their 
organizations to pivot, adapt and innovate. 
The sudden - and often brutal - shift to 
Work From Home (WFH) has been a 
major strength test, and one which many 
have excelled. More widely, adaptations in 
key areas of News, Kids content and 
Educational offers - where in many cases 
organizations delivering entirely new 
platforms and content to support the 
delivery of home schooling – incredible 
achievements have been made. 

These experiences over the past three 
months have provided a glimpse into our 
shared digital futures, the arrival of which 
has been greatly accelerated for all. There 
is a widely held view that organizations 
are more open to change now than can 
ever be remembered. It would seem that 
organizations are ‘unfrozen’ from their 
collective and institutionalized resistance 
to change.  

Yet this general positivity about what has 
been gained in the short term is twinned 

with major flags around new dangers on 
the horizon.  

First and foremost, the economic impact 
for Members is a looming threat, the exact 
details of which will not be known for some 
time. But it is understood as inevitable for 
most, and the need to prepare and make 
bold decisions is now. We worry that 
opportunities will be missed - and control 
of decision making may be lost - if leaders 
do not act swiftly.  

Second, the advances seen in terms of 
remote working, agility and innovation risk 
being lost as the return to the previous 
ways of doing things begins. A crisis 
requires boldness and understanding - in 
this unique moment, companies can learn 
and progress quicker than ever before.   

Members need to put exit strategies in 
place to ensure the time and money 
invested in crisis management works to 
benefit the company in the long-term. 
Those that manage to make gains ‘stick’ 
will likely be more successful in the post-
Covid recovery.  

When priorities are so focused on reactive 
crisis management, long-term strategic 
thinking is not always an easy task. A 
central challenge going forward is to make 
space for planning not just for the next 3 
or 6 months, but understanding the impact 
and responses for a 1, 3 and 6 year 
horizon. 

Finally, there is a real danger that 
digital transformation is seen as a ‘nice 
to have’ initiative that gets side-lined or 
delayed by the crisis, rather than a core 
principle for building organizational 
strength in the post-Covid renewal 
period. 
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CONTEXT OF THIS REPORT 
This report is a summary and analysis of the discussions that took place in a Covid-19 DTI 
Roundtable on 27 May 2020, involving 21 participants from 17 organizations, and wider, 
more informal exchanges between professionals in the last weeks. Herein we stick to the 
key issues identified that will help Members plan for a post-Covid-19 reality. 

For understandable reasons, strategy discussions have not been easy or sometimes even 
welcome in many boardrooms recently, as all energies have been focused on ‘firefighting’: 
maintaining operations and serving audiences in truly unique and testing circumstances. 
Stage one of crisis management is always about defensive responses.  

As the impact of Covid-19 moves into stages two and three - management and post-crisis 
planning – there is more time for broader thinking. Therefore, we find it an opportune 
moment to discuss the impact of Covid-19 on digital transformation for PSM.  

When approached properly, digital transformation touches all aspects of an organization. 
Considering that the EBU has convened a number of Covid-19 Roundtables on a wide range 
of subjects, the intention was to keep the discussion on a broadly strategic level around 
digital transformation. The focus has been on better understanding the issues rather than 
identifying ‘best practice’. 

As such, this report is organized around four key topics: 

⇒ The impact of priorities 
⇒ The impact of work 
⇒ The impact of culture 
⇒ The impact on opportunities 

As with any such discussion, distinctions between topics and issues are often blurred and 
naturally feed into one another. Because of the potentially sensitive nature of some topics 
under consideration, and to ensure an open and frank exchange, the Roundtable took place 
under Chatham House Rules meaning that the information received and shared was free to 
be reported, but that neither the identity nor the affiliation of the speaker, nor that of other 
participants, would be revealed.  

As such, you will not find an attendees list included in this report.  

 

 

For questions about this report, please contact the author directly: 

Dr Sasha Scott 
Senior Analyst and Project Leader, Digital Transformation 
scotts@ebu.ch 
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1- IMPACT ON PRIORITIES 
The crisis has inarguably changed the priorities and urgency of digital transformation. Until 
now digital transformation has most commonly been a long and often slow process. For 
some advanced Members it is embedded into the corporate strategy in implicit or explicit 
ways, but this is still a minority across the whole EBU community. But it is clear that eyes 
have been opened to the full potential and centrality of digital transformation through the 
events of the last few months.  

Incredible things have been achieved in a very short space of time. But the process of 
reconciling these gains and translating them into clear roadmaps, and understanding how 
the enormous and accelerated investment in remote working capabilities will affect previous 
planning and spending, is far from settled.  
 

1.1 – OUT WITH THE OLD, BUT THE NEW IS STILL UNDEFINED 

It is clear that no one will be ending 2020 with the same priorities they started with. 
Unfortunately, it is rare to find examples where new priorities have been defined – there are 
simply too many unknowns still in play. Experiences are split between looking back and 
seeing how well laid plans have been disrupted and how they might be adapted or salvaged, 
and a minority who are now able to begin looking forward and setting new plans.  

⇒ Making space for strategic thinking, updating and defining new priorities, and learning 
along the way, is an essential requirement for both crisis management and corporate 
growth. 
 

1.2 – WORK FROM HOME HAS BEEN A CENTRAL FOCUS, BUT IS 
NOT THE WHOLE PICTURE 

Remote working has been thrust upon all Members, and the general experience is positive. 
Initial responses were focused on ‘firefighting’, and this meant getting staff equipped with the 
hardware to continue to do their jobs, sometimes buying hundreds of laptops at a moment’s 
notice. A lot of calculated risk was taken in this period, but it seems to have worked with 
great success. Gains in remote production have also been impressive. These clear gains 
should have a high degree of consideration when setting new priorities. 

⇒ As we move further into the crisis, it is important the digital transformation does not 
end up being reduced to WFH, no matter how impressive the gains have been. That 
would be a wasted opportunity.  

⇒ Future planning should take into account that productivity gains can sometimes be 
attributed to the nature crisis, rather than solely driven by the shift to WFH itself.  
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1.3 – ADAPTING THE OFFER HAS BEEN IMPRESSIVE, BUT 
DISRUPTIVE 

Members have had to provide new and expanded digital offers, in some cases developing 
entirely new platforms for educational content. Impressive things have been achieved, even 
if the uptake hasn’t always been as high as expected. But this has sometimes been 
disruptive and can have knock-on effects on what has been possible elsewhere. Leaders 
must be aware that teams have been under immense pressures without relief and the usual 
interpersonal support mechanisms. 

⇒ It is critical to document and celebrate these success stories. They show what is 
possible and can be powerful when making arguments to grow or protect digital 
departments and capabilities later on.  
 

1.4 – ONCOMING FINANCIAL PAIN WILL FURTHER ALTER THE 
DYNAMICS  

It is clear to everyone that financial pressures are on the horizon. No one knows the details, 
but predictions of double-digit cuts are expected for many, larger than those that followed in 
2008.  

⇒ Defining new priorities now, alongside a clear and convincing narrative, can act as 
defence against financial pressures later and make the case for difficult decisions. 

 

 

2 - IMPACT ON WORK 
The most obvious impact has of course been the almost universal shift to remote working, 
done at extreme pace. Office functions have been easiest to shift, yet remote production has 
impressed further and has been particularly powerful in shifting perceptions amongst some 
die-hard sceptics. Members report widespread surprise and positivity across their 
organizations in terms of what has been achieved under pressure. All Members believe the 
changes Covid has forced will alter work patterns permanently in one way or another. Whilst 
Members will each find their own solutions, it is clear that hybrid models will play a highly 
increased role going forward.  
 

2.1 – FASTER, MORE DIRECT, MORE DIVERSE, AND MORE 
DISTINCT COMMUNICATIONS 

All organizations and individuals report having a diverse and personalized mix of apps and 
platforms for communicating that serve different purposes for different groups and tasks. 
Some of these are ‘company official’, yet many are personal choice. The one constant being 
that everyone has an increased range and volume of communication tools they use. And 
whilst video call fatigue is a growing frustration, people report having more contacts, with 
more people, in more places, than ever before.  



5 
 

DIGITAL TRANSFORMATION INITIATIVE  SCOTTS@EBU.CH JUNE 2020 

⇒ The best results have allowance for flexibility. Whilst organizations must choose 
trusted platforms for certain communications, it is counterproductive to try and control 
everything. Trust your staff to make choices and use platforms appropriately. 
 

2.2 – AGILITY IS THE KEYWORD 

Efforts such as the building of entire digital platforms for education in the space of a few 
weeks, adapting entertainment formats for remote live productions, and shifting thousands of 
people to WFH has shown what agility means in technicolour.  

Productivity has gone up in many areas too, and surveys of staff all show very high levels of 
satisfaction with the shifts. The ability to have more access to more people with more 
perspectives because of the increased accessibility and speed of comms tools, means 
projects can move quicker than before. We also heard of punctuality increasing, with less 
time wasted waiting for meetings to start.  

⇒ We heard reports that moves back to the physical offices have shown a worryingly 
quick return to old habits. If you want the increased agility to stick, make a plan for 
doing so. Cultural change needs real attention during the return.  

 

2.3 – WFH STILL HAS MAJOR CHALLENGES ALONGSIDE 
TANGENTIAL BENEFITS 

For many members the shift has been difficult. The struggle for devices has been a very real 
one for many Members, with staff often using their own devices as company equipment was 
not available, not reliable, or not suitable at times. The implications for security are obvious. 
There is also the challenge for training staff who are less digitally adept remotely.  

WFH is of course a very different proposition for individuals due to personal circumstances. 
These issues are not easily overcome, but there has been a commendable focus on pastoral 
care as organizations tackle the disruption of the workplace in the wider context of the 
stresses of the pandemic.  

WFH has also resulted in a spike in local journalism as reporters have had restricted 
movements. In large countries, the view is that WFH has enabled Members to serve more 
parts of the country and to serve them better.  

⇒ Making sure staff are well and supported has extended to much more than just 
enabling systems and processes. 

⇒ Increased localism is an effect of WFH that should be seized upon long-term.  

 

2.4 – LOTS OF IDEAS, BUT FEW CONCRETE DECISIONS ON 
RESHAPING WORK AND ORGANIZATIONS 

We found a lot of agreement that redistribution of budgets, reassignments of teams and 
units, and new or altered responsibilities need to be a part of the wider post-Covid renewal. 
Many people have strong views on how this should look. Yet at the time of writing there were 
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no examples where clear decisions or signalling were already being made around this 
particularly sensitive topic.  

⇒ WFH is much more than just trying to do the same thing from a different place. It has 
the power to decentralise and democratise work.  

⇒ There is a big opportunity for change and the crisis will have put a spotlight on the 
critical parts of the organization. But the ability to enact those changes with the least 
disruption will become more complex as time passes.  

 

 

3 - IMPACT ON CULTURE 
The transition to WFH has brought about the kind of radical cultural shift that many people 
working in digital transformation have been hoping for over many years. It has also shown 
those less convinced about changing the old ways of doing things that the benefits and 
possibilities are real. But experiences vary greatly, and the dangers of such a forced and 
accelerated transformation are very real. Whilst the majority agree the future will be a hybrid 
model, making sure the positives ‘stick’ and the negatives are countered in a way that suits 
all personal and professional circumstances is a challenge of incredible complexity.  

 

3.1 – IMPRESSIVE REPONSES FROM LEADERS, BUT BIGGER 
TESTS WILL FOLLOW 

Leadership responses to the crisis have been very well regarded, and the scale of the 
leadership challenge is acknowledged by all. The worry is that larger tests still await, and 
these will require a different type of leadership again. There are many issues on the horizon 
because much of the current crisis management has involved delaying and protecting 
activities. Leaders will need to consider if they have the right team around them for the post-
Covid renewal period if they are to successfully transition from managing in the short term, to 
capitalising for the long term.   

⇒ The most positive reports are of leaders who have been visible, accessible and open 
through the crisis.  

⇒ Leaders have the sympathies and support of staff right now, but this cannot be taken 
for granted in the long-term.  

 

3.2 – HIERARCHIES HAVE BEEN DISRUPTED, BUT NOT UPENDED 

Digital communication tools are making leaders more accessible, and disconnects between 
team units less of an issue. When tools like Teams, Slack or Zoom are the first option, 
structural or organizational blocks are less relevant. In addition, traditional gatekeepers can 
be side-lined, speeding up decision-making. Hierarchies are being disturbed, and it will be 
interesting to see how this evolves.  
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Another reflection of this comes in respect of who is seen as ‘mission critical’. The traditional 
‘people of power and influence’ (producers, managers, editors etc) are perhaps not as 
critical to operations as had been thought. The crisis has shown how vital the people who 
manage and maintain the essential systems and workflows are. So a previous reliance on 
critical skills is now making more space for roles. 

For organizations spread over large geographies, remote working has been particularly 
democratising. Where previously remote call-ins were the exception for regional colleagues 
in central meetings, now everyone sits as equals.  

⇒ Crisis can help identify who and what is really critical to an organization. 
Transformations should try and reflect this.  

⇒ A post-Covid culture must move from units and silos to networks and teams. 

 

3.3 – NEW CONDITIONS NEED NEW APPROACHES 

Different tasks transfer online with different levels of success. Of concern is the more 
unstructured working, the brainstorming, innovation thinking, serendipitous conversational 
stuff that seeds creative thinking. Tools such as IdeaBoardz, and breakout rooms have 
served some Members well, but these still rely on getting the right people together in 
advance. Chance encounters have been lost in the fragmentation of office spaces. 

Some Members also encountered difficulties in decision-making online. It appears the more 
important the decision, the more problematic it becomes online. We heard that a culture of 
the ‘silver back gorilla’, whereby previously the loudest (usually male) voice had most sway 
doesn’t translate online. This is surely a good thing, but it doesn’t mean that a new way has 
been defined to take its place, leading to stasis.  

Similarly, video calling has solved many problems but has also create new ones. It is an 
inherently different form of communication, and it’s important to be open and honest about 
this. It has been incalculably effective at allowing operations to continue, but it is not perfect 
and ‘Zoom fatigue’ is widely spoken of. It takes getting used to these new forms, and some 
people will be more adept than others.  

⇒ Look for tools to use within meetings rather than always concentrating on the tools 
for hosting the meeting. 

⇒ Putting in some basic rules with new tools such as meeting times that allow for 
transitions between calls can have a big effect.  

 

3.4 – CULTURE IN = CULTURE OUT 2 

The cultural effects of WFH can be highly dependent on the culture you had going in. If your 
organization had an open, accessible leadership culture, with high levels of trust between 
teams and functions, and with professionals empowered to make decisions in their area of 
responsibility, it is likely that WFH and digital tools will have amplified these positive effects.  

However, if an organization was relatively closed, siloed and territorial going into the crisis, 
these characteristics are also likely to have been amplified. The danger is that a large 
number of closed networks are created, and the benefits of cumulative network effects are 
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lost. This also has the danger of staff becoming professionally isolated, just as they are 
physically isolated.  

⇒ Networks amplify what was already there. If you recognize this in your company, it is 
important to put systems and processes in place that ensure all staff remain 
connected and in touch with a diverse group, including those outside their direct 
teams.  
 

 

4 - IMPACT ON OPPORTUNITIES 
Whilst the financial outlook is worrying it is not the complete story, because never before 
have organizations been so open to change as they are now. They have all made enormous 
alterations to the way they operate and eyes have been opened to all manner of possibilities. 
There is a new and unique understanding of the potential benefits of wider transformation if 
the chance is taken. Leaders must seize the opportunity they have been presented with. 
 

4.1 – FINANCE IS WILL SOON BE THE KEY DRIVER OF CHANGE  

The forthcoming financial impact should not be understated. Not only will PSM budgets be 
heavily hit, the indirect impact from changes in the commercial media market may well alter 
some basic market dynamics. The effects on national private media will most likely mean 
many operators disappearing altogether. The cultural sectors such as performing arts are 
also suffering incredible losses. One new pressure will be for PSM to share their public funds 
more widely. Equally, the international giants will likely survive and thrive in the spaces left.  

We should also not forget that there are gains to be made. WFH particularly has the 
potential to bring large financial benefits in the longer term. The trick here is to get ahead of 
the game: if offices will no longer be used and potentially sold/leased etc., trying to model for 
this now can help win arguments later. There needs to be careful navigating in the transition 
period. 

⇒ The consensus opinion is that financial pressures mean most Members will have to 
shed services in one form or another.  

⇒ Whilst cuts may be inevitable, they must be made for a digital future, not ‘salami 
slicing’ across the board.  
 

4.2 – ALONGSIDE OBVIOUS RISK, THE CRISIS HOLDS UNIQUE 
OPPORTUNITY  

Not only has the case for organizational transformation been made clear, but the case for a 
fundamental shift to digital too. The numbers make their own case: now is the time to 
ringfence data, increase digital capabilities and accelerate the transition to agility. 

Leaders will be faced with major issues to resolve over the coming months. There will be 
opportunities for change that are rarely possible. There will also be plenty of opportunities for 
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leaders to avoid or delay decision making. A crisis such as Coivd-19 needs bold leadership 
in these moments.  

⇒ PSM have cover right now. The Covid crisis is a huge global event that is out of 
everyone’s control, so there is enormous political opportunity to make major 
changes. It is a benefit that everybody is going through the same process. People 
inside and out recognize the need for change and the inevitability of change.  

 

4.3 – THE CASE FOR CHANGE HAS NOT BEEN MADE FOR ALL 

Despite the incredible figures reported for digital, and the global conversations about ‘great 
leaps forward’ and an inevitable ‘age of transformation’, not everyone sees the same things. 
Whilst for most people it feels like the case for digital content and services has been won, in 
fact from some angles the opposite arguments are being made.  

For just as digital consumption has spiked, societies in lockdown have also returned to linear 
broadcasts – particularly around news – in record breaking numbers. For some, this is a sign 
to return to the core service of traditional broadcasting. It is true the numbers are impressive, 
but we should not let them muddy the waters.  

⇒ Strategists, change-makers and digital disruptors must fight for their voices to be 
heard in the coming months. It will be more critical than ever.  

 

4.4 – NEED FOR SPEED 

Whilst the opportunities currently available are significant, they are also fragile and 
temporary. Our discussions heard that the speed of organizational decision-making has 
increased during the crisis. We must hope this dynamic translates to the big transformational 
opportunities too.  

⇒ Moving at speed does not mean moving thoughtlessly - bold actions and the ability to 
learn are highly interrelated. Organizations must have the ability to learn at the same 
pace of the crisis. 

 

NEXT STEPS 
The discussions that have informed this report have entailed a general agreement on the 
opportunities for change, but very different opinions on the likelihood that these will be taken 
and fully exploited. It was agreed that there is still a way to go in winning hearts and minds in 
the case for leveraging the crisis for major transformation.  

It was decided that the group will reconvene in the near future to discuss this issue directly. If 
you would like to be included in these ongoing discussions, please contacts scotts@ebu.ch. 
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