DIGITAL
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INNOVATION
Interview with Alexander Buschek,
CIO and CDO at Protego

INTRODUCTION
With many people using the terms digital transformation
and digitalization synonymously, they actually do not have
the same meaning. In this interview, Alexander argues
that digitalization is an evolution over the time, leading to
an increase in process efficiency. Digital transformation,
however, is a massive paradigm shift moving beyond the
evolutionary character of digitalization and optimization.
Nonetheless, digitalization is a crucial part of the overall
digital transformation.
Alexander explains that the digital transformation is a
necessary process to change businesses to keep up with
existing and emerging competitors. In addition to that, this
interview gives insights into questions such as:
• How to manage the change from digitalization to digital
transformation?
• What is holding companies back from going digital?
• How to bridge the gap between today’s and tomorrow’s
products?
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ABOUT
ALEXANDER BUSCHEK
Alexander Buschek is the Chief Information, and Digital
Officer (CIO/CDO) of Braunschweiger Flammenfilter GmbH,
an international valve manufacturing company that employs
more than 500 people in several locations worldwide. Mr.
Buschek’s main responsibility is the digitalization strategy, and
IT development of the entire PROTEGO® Group. He completely
revised the IT infrastructure, ERP, and CAD systems alongside
a hand-selected team. Now, with the maturity of cloud
technology, and security issues are addressed, he has started
the Digital Transformation campaign.
Before joining PROTEGO®, Mr. Buschek worked as an
entrepreneur, consulting SMBs about their IT strategies,
providing external project management, and overseeing
various IT projects (e.g. ERP and CAD implementation and
migration). Working with many SMBs gave him a deep
understanding of this market.
Alexander Buschek is passionate about Digital Transformation
and the opportunities it gives businesses—especially SMBs,
or “Mittelstand”. He is convinced that every business will
highly benefit from Digital Transformation in one way or
another. The sooner a business begins its Digital journey,
the better. To support this process, spread awareness, and
share experiences, he started the Digital Transformation Blog
(DigitalTransformationBlog.com), and is a speaker on DX.
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How disruptive is digital transformation for today’s
manufacturers?
Alexander: I personally started looking into digital
transformation two years ago and realized that many
are using digitalization and digital transformation
synonymously which is obviously not correct. You
have to differentiate between digitalization and digital
transformation. Digitalization is what we did for more than
40 years already, the optimization of processes by using
ERP and other systems and digital tools to become more
efficient. Digital transformation is one major step beyond
this. Digital transformation is more about innovation, new

 Digitalization is what we did for more than
40 years already, the optimization of processes
by using ERP and other systems and digital
tools to become more efficient. ”
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technologies and new tools that weren’t broadly available
before. Digitalization is about efficiency and optimization
of existing processes but digital transformation is about
leveraging emerging technologies, such as big data and
cloud technologies which are maturing every day. Additive
manufacturing is an example of this disruption and
transformation, for instance. It started in the mid-1980s
but only made it to the broader market recently. Today,
3D-printing is not about printing parts that were designed
for a cast iron process but to develop new products that are
totally different and have complex structures and shapes.
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How can organizations manage the change from
digitalization to digital transformation?
Alexander: It is important to step back from the canvas
first, to look at the big picture and see what is going on and
what else is happening. That takes time. There is a famous
comic featuring two cavemen who are obviously struggling
with dragging a cart with square wheels. Suddenly, another
caveman comes in and offers them round wheels to make
their life easier but the other two stop him with the wave of
their hands and refuse to listen to him because they are too
busy with what they are doing. And that depicts the situation
most are faced with. Transformation takes time, but we are
too busy with our day-to-day business. You can also use The
Eisenhower Matrix to demonstrate the dilemma. We are too
often in the urgent and important quadrant, which keeps
us too busy. We have to move into the second quadrant important but not urgent. That is strategic thinking. Many
manufacturers find it difficult to take their time to look into
these strategic matters.
John P. Kotter found another culprit that hinders
organizations to change. In his book “A Sense Of Urgency”
he pointed out that complacency is the biggest obstacle.
The above picture is nothing else than a lack of urgency
combined with complacency. The difficult part is that even
executives aren’t immune. Many cannot sense their own
complacency. This book us a must read.
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Are manufacturers now at risk of falling behind?
Alexander: It is a big threat. Digital transformation is not
about investing a lot of money. The key for a successful
digital transformation is the development of a digital
mindset. If you have a digital mindset you will understand
what you can do with certain digital technologies, such
as artificial intelligence. Artificial intelligence again is
nothing that is completely new but the technology has
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matured to an extent that it can be used now. Most of the
emerging technologies depend and rely on each other.
IoT, for instance, is not possible without cloud technology
and artificial intelligence is not possible without cloud
technology either. Both rely on scalable servers to access
the computer power you need. Today, we are able to use,
and combine technologies that weren’t available a few
years ago.

 The key for a successful digital
transformation is the development of a digital
mindset.”
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The availability, and maturity of these technologies
brings us to the tipping point. However, we also need to
understand that it is not necessary to completely overhaul
our production lines or reinvent our products from today to
tomorrow. We always have to start small and experiment
with putting sensors on your product, for instance, to gain
experience and insights into what this technology can do
for you. This will help us to define in which direction you
should continue developing.

What is then holding companies back from going
digital?

The Eisenhower Matrix
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Alexander: German companies tend to focus on technology
and are famous for their precision and perfection. However,
this internationally acknowledged quality has its price. If a
machine is too expensive nobody is going to buy it. In the
6

US however, you can see that products and services are
built more around the customer than around a technology.
Consequently, it is no surprise that the term Industrie 4.0
has been coined in Germany, but Industrie 4.0 is all about
efficiency and optimization. It is important to take a look at
what your customers really need and want. Technology is
just a tool and comparable to Lego bricks. Technology is
so flexible and enables you to build something completely
new every time. It is up to each organization to find out how
to put the single bricks together best to design something
innovative. However, independent of technological aspects
its is—as I pointed out earlier—a lack of urgency and
complacency within the organizations. The more I think
about this and the more I talk with my peers, the clearer it
becomes that this is the biggest obstacle. If we don’t see a
necessity to change, why should we start, after all?

How did you experience digital transformation at
PROTEGO?
Alexander: In general: the most important thing is to convince
the CEO and the Board. Digital transformation is something
that must come from the top. The German “Mittelstand” is
very traditional and many employees have been working
for the same company almost their entire career - they are
substantial part of the corporate culture. So just imagine if a
mid-manager starts a digital transformation project which
results in a major organizational and cultural change. This
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 It is important to take a look at what your
customers really need and want. Technology is
just a tool and comparable to Lego bricks.”
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senior colleague, who has never seen something different
in his or her career, may feel disturbed and express his
concerns to the CEO. If the CEO is not the one pushing the
digital transformation forward, your project may be over
before it has begun. Consequently, you have to convince the
CEO first. Digital transformation has to follow a top-down
and not a bottom-up approach.
You have to plant these “digital” seeds first to make your
CEO think about your projects. What, for instance, would it
mean to the business if your product uses a structure that
holds the same pressure but weighs only one third? That
would be a major competitive advantage. At first you have
the spark the interest by showcasing and demonstrating
what can be done. It takes a bit of time but you will soon
see the first green offshoots. Once you have convinced your
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CEO, you can then start developing a digital strategy. We
at PROTEGO are—like many other businesses—still in the
process of digital transformation.

How do you fight resistance?
I believe that talking to the people individually, and not in a
big meeting or in large groups, works best. You have to talk
to them, ask questions but also challenge them a little bit. I
have experienced that people actually are already digitally
transformed in their personal environment.
People are already using IoT at home to control the heating,
switch their lights on and off, etc. When you make them
aware of what change process they have already gone
through, often without really noticing it, they will much
better understand the impact and opportunities of digital
transformation for the business.
Digital transformation is a major and continuous change
process and we will see that the change process itself
is going to evolve over time as well. I believe that digital
transformation is one of the most critical change processes
of our time because it will turn your entire company upside
down, maybe making your existing products obsolete and
replacing them with completely new products, which might
not even be a product but a service instead. Today, the
companies who are making really big money are making
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their money with services, like AirBnB and Uber for instance.
We need to question ourselves, we need to question our
business models and also look into the business models of
our new competitors to stay ahead of them and sustain on
the market.

How do organizations identify the right time to
transform?
Alexander: That is very easy. The answer is: start
immediately! You shouldn’t let a second pass waiting for
the future to arrive. The world is changing rapidly and some
organizations are already late, not necessarily too late
but late. We have to act now. We don’t have to start with a
big bang and abandon all your products immediately and
reinvent everything completely. But we have to take a step
back, take a look at the big picture and experiment with new
technologies and business concepts. On the one hand, we
have to keep the predictable business and infrastructure to
deliver the same products at the same quality as usual to
sustain what we have. On the other hand, we have to take
a small team and start our own experiments. We have to
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dare something new and must not set any restrictions on
free thoughts.
Ask ourselves how IoT can help us, where can we leverage
cloud technologies, and how mobility is going to affect
the way we work in the next five years. We need to ask
ourselves all these questions.

How do you differentiate between a digital hype and
the next big thing?
Alexander: I would suggest giving our employees time
and the resources to freely test and try concepts they
are interested in, fascinated by and are related to the
business. This is a way to activate our employees and
create innovation. We really need to be agile to build new
products and services. We overestimate the extent to which
we can plan transformation processes and developments.
At the same time, we often underestimate our own abilities
to handle problems. That’s why we are facing so many
challenges during the actual transformation.
Our customer may not always be able to help us in
generating new thoughts. Often, if we go to our customer
and ask them what innovation they would expect, they come
up with faster and more efficient variations of the existing
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products only. But that is not innovative and may hold us
back. At the same time, we will see that a lot of managers
are too busy and too involved in operational work to
become truly innovative. We may even hire external people
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with the mission to transform our products, services and
business model on a step-by-step basis, while the original
core of the organization continues to follow and sustain the
existing business.
It is interesting to see how fast markets are changing and
to what extent consumers are accepting new products. For
instance, it took 25% of the U.S population over 20 years
to adopt the television and almost 15 years for the PC to
penetrate the market. The smartphone, however, needed
less than five years to be adopted by 25% of US consumers.
That is a very impressive rate.
Consequently, businesses have to change and adapt faster
now to offer customers new benefits. If, for instance, electric
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vehicles are going to take off then the entire combustion
engine market is going to be disrupted since the engine
for an electrical car requires only 20 percent of the parts
today’s combustion engines require.

What can organization do to bridge the gap between
today’s and tomorrow’s products?
Alexander: We cannot live completely in a digital world,
and we still need to own physical assets. But the innovative
factor is going to change a lot of today’s products and assets.
Not all of the commodities are going to be digitalized in the
end but most of them will be to an extent. Just take a look
at the digital platforms. They are worth a lot of money and
they make a lot of money – without owning a single physical
asset. AirBnB owns not a single apartment they are renting
out and Uber owns not even one car they are offering to their
customers. However, and despite their current success,
Uber has already understood that their business model is
not going to last forever because autonomously driving cars
are likely to disrupt their very own business model again.
Consequently, Uber is embracing this ongoing disruption and
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has started to invest in self-driving cars. This is how we need
to understand digital transformation. An entire business
model—and not only a product—which proved to work over
50 or even more years, can become obsolete.
You need to make sure that you deliver what your customers
are demanding. At the same time, you have to prepare your
business for the future. Another car manufacturer that
hasn’t been around for long but has the potential to disrupt
the market is Tesla. Tesla is more of an IT company than a
traditional car manufacturer. It is a driving computer and
a totally different approach. Tesla is using IoT to connect
their cars and use the data to continuously improve their
product by better understanding how their car behaves
under real-life circumstances. The question that is raised
is: who owns the data? This, so far, is one of the major
challenges. Car manufacturers must not sell data to third
parties (e.g. advertising companies or even insurances), but
it would be ok if they use them to provide better products
and services. If you collect data of every single part you are
using in your vehicle, you will not only better understand
how the part behaves but also how to improve the product,
be it by design, material or functionality. Previously, and
without digitally connecting your equipment, there was
literally no chance for you to review the performance in
such vast detail. Today, IoT offers so many opportunities
which manufacturers need to start leveraging more.
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 The answer is: start immediately! You
shouldn’t let a second pass waiting for the
future to arrive. ”
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How would you describe your own digital learning
curve?
Alexander: Two years ago, I was protecting our data with
teeth and claws and believed our data should not go to the
cloud. I thought it was unsafe, and many of my colleagues
shared that view. However, it was also my responsibility to
investigate emerging technologies to understand what is
coming up. I soon realized that some the preconceptions
and ideas I held were wrong. I realized that data on our
premises are not as safe as data in the cloud, and I can
prove that. We have been at a technological tipping point
and since then it is a breathtaking and exciting journey. I
accelerated my personal digital learning curve by writing a
blog about digital transformation.
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ABOUT PI
PI is a CIO-led learning community for manufacturers.
Our mission is to provide the CIO, their executive team as
well as future talent, the network and the peer-led knowledge to respond to the opportunities and threats of an
information-centric World.
For more information about our content programme,
please contact:
Dr Simon Bunjamin
Head of Digital Content
sb@pi.tv
+44 (0)207 407 5757
PI is run by MarketKey Ltd. We are based in London and
Hong Kong.
Visit pi.tv for more information.
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