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esilience (noun) The capacity to recover 
quickly from challenges or to thrive in 
tough conditions.
Example: UK businesses in 2019.

UK firms are facing significant challenges: 
a STEM skills shortage; uncompetitive 
productivity levels; tightening regulations; 
and political and economic uncertainty. 
One of these would make life difficult;
UK businesses must contend with all four
at once. 

Yet, our research shows they still have 
abundant opportunities to thrive. In part, 
this is thanks to their adoption of
Business 4.0™ behaviours.

Business 4.0 behaviours help UK f irms
to thrive
As we detailed in our flagship report, 
Winning in a Business 4.0 World1, there 
are four behaviours that characterise
Business 4.0:

Driving mass personalisation – 
personalising products and services 
to a market of one customer, often 
even of one transaction, and at scale.

Creating exponential value – adopting 
business models that leverage value 
from transactions at multiple levels 
and address new markets.

Leveraging ecosystems – collaborating 
with partners inside and outside the 
supply chain to create new products 
and services.

Embracing risk – moving beyond rigid 
planning and operational barriers with 
an agile strategic approach.

R

1 TCS, Business 4.0, www.business4.tcs.com
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usiness 4.0 is a global phenomenon,
but there are significant nuances across 
regions. In this report, we specifically 
analyse how the UK, and its organisations, 
has progressed in adopting the
Business 4.0 principles (see Figure 1).

Compared with the other countries in our 
research, the UK is doing well. More than 
one in ten (12%) UK respondents are 
defined as Business 4.0 leaders – an 
organisation that has adopted all four
of the business behaviours – this is higher 
than the major economies of China and
the USA.

Driving mass
personalisation

Creating
exponential

value

Leveraging
ecosystems Embracing risk

B

Figure 1: Adoption of the four behaviours in the UK     
                and globally

In this report, we will look at the current 
market conditions in the UK, and assess 
how UK firms are adopting each of the 
Business 4.0 behaviours to overcome 
challenges.

UK Global

Able to personalise
most of the time

81%
78%

Creates  exponential
value now

40%
36%

Collaborates with
competitors

34%
30%

Intends to fundamentally
change within a year

31%
33%



From Diff iculty
to Opportunity
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he UK’s chronic STEM skills shortage is a 
major problem: it costs UK businesses 
£1.5 billion a year, according to research 
from STEM Learning.2 To make matters 
worse, for the past decade the UK has 
been suffering a productivity crisis3 , with 
levels now lagging pre-financial-crisis 
trends. Meanwhile, 2018 saw the 
data-regulation landscape tighten with the 
EU’s introduction of the General Data 
Protection Regulation (GDPR). Add these 
three significant challenges to the 
country’s ongoing political and economic 
uncertainty, and a challenging picture 
emerges for UK businesses.

Our research shows that these issues are 
weighing heavily on UK firms, against a 
backdrop of rocketing customer 
expectations (see Figure 2).

2 STEM Learning, Skills shortage costing STEM sector £1.5bn (May 2018), accessed December 1, 2019, https://ww-
w.stem.org.uk/news-and-views/news/skills-shortage-costing-stem-sector-15bn
3 Office for National Statistics, Labour productivity, UK: October to December 2018 (April 2019), accessed December 1, 
2019, https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peoplein-
work/labourproductivity/bulletins/labourproductivity/octobertodecember2018

Figure 2: Challenges facing UK businesses 

45%Increasing customer expectations

41%Political/economic uncertainity

34%Skills shortages in our industry

34%Increasingly tight industry regulations

27%New digital disruptors in our industry

T
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ore than a third (34%) of UK businesses say 
that skills shortages are a major challenge. 
Adam Warne, CIO of UK retailer N Brown, 
agrees. “Today we have to think differently 
about how we attract the right talent,” he 
says. “Businesses need to invest in a pro-
cess to create a talent pipeline. That could 
be through apprenticeship programs or 
graduate programs. In Manchester, we’ve 
got some great technology boot camps that 
get people to degree-level in a short period 
of time. Some of the stuff they’ve done is 
amazing.”

Finding the silver lining
Despite these tough conditions, UK firms 
are demonstrating remarkable resilience 
(see Figure 3).

M

Figure 3: Growth of UK businesses

Last 3 years Next 3 years

>10% increase

18%

34%

5 - 10%
increase

25%

37%

<5%
increase

39%

17%

No change

11%
5%

<5%
decrease

6%
3%

5 - 10%
decrease

0%
3%

>10%
decrease

0% 0%



hey are beating the odds, enjoying reasonable 
growth in the past three years: 43% of 
businesses have grown by at least 5%. This 
alone would be significant considering the 
difficult conditions, but look ahead three years 
and that 43% shoots up to 71%.

What is behind this resilience? Partly, it is 
down to the way in which UK firms are 
embracing Business 4.0 behaviours.

8
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The UK and 
Business 4.0
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head of the curve on personalisation

Mass personalisation is a major consumer 
trend, and there is strong demand in the UK. 
Firms worldwide are satisfying that demand 
with modern, data-driven technologies, and 
the UK in particular is excelling. 

Despite outdated technology (cited by 39% 
of respondents), lack of budget (33%), and 
lack of skills (30%), the UK is ahead of other 
countries when it comes to personalisation. 
A whopping 81% of UK companies are able 
to personalise their goods and services most 
of the time, compared with just 76% across 
Europe as a whole, and 78% globally. As a 
result, these businesses are reaping the 
rewards (see Figure 4): higher profits 
(according to 65% of respondents) and 
higher-value transactions (64%).

Figure 4: The benefits of mass personalisation among
                UK businesses

A
65%Higher customer profitability

64%Increased value of customer transactions

51%Increased volume of customer transactions

22%Reduced customer churn

4%We have not seen any benefits yet
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arks & Spencer is a key example of a UK 
business that is using personalisation 
effectively. In 2018, as part of its 
transformation strategy, the clothing and 
food retailer partnered with data science 
company Starcount4  to better understand 
customers and provide more personalised 
offers and experiences through ‘Sparks’, its 
loyalty initiative. 

Charging ahead on exponential value 

Creating new business models that drive 
exponential value for customers is at the 
core of business transformation and 
disruption. And the foundation of many of 
these new business models is company 
data, which businesses use to know their 
customers better and offer them true value. 

In Europe, however, GDPR has created a 
significant hoop that businesses must jump 
through as they seek to use customer data. 
GDPR has also heightened consumer 
awareness – and skepticism – about the 
use of their data. This is hitting UK 
businesses hard: a quarter (25%) say that 
data protection laws are holding them back 
from creating exponential value.

Despite these pressures, UK firms are 
succeeding in creating exponential value – 
above and beyond many other regions. 
Some 40% say they are operating a 
business model whereby they create 
exponential value for customers, compared 
with 32% across Europe as a whole, and 
36% globally. And another 45% of UK 
businesses claim they will be creating 
exponential value for customers within 
three years.

M

4 M&S, Press release: Marks & Spencer announces new customer insight partnership (February 2018), accessed 
December 1, 2019, https://corporate.marksandspencer.com/media/press-releas-
es/2018/marks-and-spencer-announces-new-customer-insight-partnership
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nd the prize for UK businesses is big. 
More than six in ten (61%) say that creat-
ing exponential value helps them expand 
into new markets, 59% say they are earn-
ing higher profits, and more than half 
(54%) say they enjoy higher revenue.

N Brown’s Adam Warne explains why it is 
vital to put exponential value at the heart 
of the business. “It always comes back to 
what the customer wants,” he says. 
“That’s how you create that exponential 
value. I think you have to deliver some-
thing that the customer doesn’t know they 
need. It’s about doing something that’s 
different and significant enough – some-
thing that disrupts your own business.”

London-based fashion retailer Girl Meets 
Dress is an example of a UK company that 
is creating exponential value for its clients 
by doing things differently. The traditional 
and online retail model is facing a growing 
challenge of customers returning clothes 
they have worn once to a special occasion 
and no longer want; Girl Meets Dress5 has 
responded by embracing the sharing 
economy and renting out dresses. The 
disruptive business model protects the 
company, but also, crucially, offers its 
customers value by meeting the demand 
for one-off special outfits.

A

5 Girl Meets Dress.com, Rent Dresses Your Way, https://hire.girlmeetsdress.com/pages/how-it-works
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Partnership strategies offer them a lifeline. 
By tapping into the wider Business 4.0 
ecosystem, sharing skills and co-creating, 
businesses are better equipped to meet 
customer needs – nimbly and seamlessly. 

Our data show that UK businesses are 
highly collaborative, and they are thriving as 
a result. Some 39% are acquiring startups to 
improve their innovation capability – ahead 
of the European and global averages of 33% 
and 37%, respectively. In addition, 34% of 
UK businesses collaborate with competitors 
to create new goods and services, well 
ahead of the European and global averages 
of 26% and 30% respectively.

One example of this collaboration in the UK 
is on the high street, where traditional and 
online retailers are joining forces. Online 
retailers are putting pressure on 
bricks-and-mortar stores with competitive 
products and prices, but they can suffer 
from delivery complications. So online 
retailers are teaming up with high street 
stores, which are often competitors, to give 
customers the option of having their 
packages delivered there instead of to their 
homes.
he physical store benefits from increased 

E xploiting the benefits of the wider 
business ecosystem 

Digital has changed our expectations 
massively: consumers and businesses now 
expect customised solutions that directly 
meet their needs. But it can be hard for 
businesses to achieve this on their own or 
within their existing supply chains. 
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Our research shows that UK businesses 
are benefiting significantly from 
collaborating in this way. The gains 
include higher revenues (cited by 44% of 
respondents), access to new markets 
(43%), and new skillsets (38%)
(see Figure 5).

T

Figure 5: The benefits for UK businesses of working                          
                within an ecosystem 

44%Higher revenues

43%Access to new markets

38%Access to different skillsets

38%
Ability to act faster  to satisfy customer demand

or perceived appetite for new products or services

32%Ability to develop more innovative products and services

he physical store benefits from increased 
footfall and relevance; the online retailer 
reduces its delivery and returns burden; 
and the customer gets a better experience. 
Amazon, for instance, has partnered with 
brands including fashion retailer Next to 
launch its ‘Amazon Counter’6 service, and 
supermarket Asda7  offers its ‘toyou’ pickup 
service for online deliveries from a range of 
brands.

6 BBC, Amazon launches collection points at Next stores (May 2019), accessed December 1, 2019, https://ww-
w.bbc.com/news/business-48265680
7 Asda, toyou: We've simplified the way you collect and return everyday items, acccessed December 1, 2019, https://m.as-
da.com/toyou/?cmpid=dmc-_-ahc-_-vanityurl-_-gener-
ic-_-toyou&utm_source=vanityurl&utm_medium=dmc&utm_term=toyou&utm_content=generic&utm_campaign=ahc



eyond the high street, ecosystems are 
particularly relevant to the UK’s large 
financial services industry, according to 
Robert McGill, Head of Software 
Engineering at Standard Life. He explains 
that because customers often come to the 
firm through their employers, they may 
not have a particularly close relationship 
with it – and might not even realise they 
have one in the first place. This can make 
it difficult to establish a meaningful 
customer relationship, but tapping into 
the ecosystem can help solve it.

“Ecosystems will be a key behaviour we 
will focus on,” he says. “I think partnering 
with other organisations, or other 
companies that are active within our 
customers' lives, may turn out to be a 
more effective way for us to become a 
valuable part of each customer’s life.”

15

Recoiling from risk?

The final Business 4.0 behaviour is appetite 
for embracing risk. The UK might have 
outperformed global averages on the previ-
ous behaviours, but it falls slightly short 
here. 

More than three-quarters (78%) of UK 
businesses say they plan to fundamentally 
transform their business model within three 
years. A significant proportion in its own 
right – and it is ahead of Europe (76%) – 
but it falls slightly behind the global aver-
age (81%).

B
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T his is not necessarily down to the UK being 
a poor performer in business-model trans-
formation, but is a result of a more 
risk-averse nature: 37% of UK businesses 
say they work within a traditional corporate 
culture, and 30% say they have a low risk 
appetite.

Is this relative conservatism likely to cause 
problems for UK firms? Conventional 
wisdom states that in times of political or 
economic uncertainly – the kind that the 
UK is facing – businesses should limit their 
exposure to risk. But another school of 
thought takes the opposite view, and 
endorses taking risks to maximise gains. 

Standard Life’s Robert McGill, meanwhile, 
suggests there is a middle way. He says the 
firm is focused on continuous evolution and 
frequent iterations in order to minimise risk 
exposure. 

“In the past, it used to take us two or three 
years to build something, whereas now we 
are developing our ideas in hours, days or 
weeks and testing them with customers 
iteratively rather than taking big steps,” he 
says. “This is an example of how we recog-
nise that there’s uncertainty and manage it 
in a more effective way rather than take 
massive risks.”



Business 4.0
Behaviours are
Driving Success for
UK Businesses
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K businesses are operating in 
unprecedented times, with several 
challenges stacked against them. 

We might expect the combination of 
political and economic uncertainty, slowing 
productivity, tightening regulations and the 
skills gap to curb innovation and hamper 
growth. Yet, UK businesses continue to 
grow, and they expect that growth to 
accelerate. 

How? They are adopting Business 4.0 
behaviours. By personalising their products 
and services and creating new business 
models that offer exponential value, UK 
firms are meeting new and evolving 
customer expectations. Add that to their 
strong appetite for building partnerships 
within the Business 4.0 ecosystem, and UK 
businesses are showing that they can be 
the definition of resilient. 

U
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