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STUDY DESIGN. The comprehensive survey of the company culture and digita-
lization was performed online with about 30 German automotive suppliers - the 
participants were from the top managerial level.

1

2

3

4

INSIGHTS

FUNCTION

PARTICIPATING AUTOMOBILE SUPPLIERS

CEO / GF / GL

OTHER
FUNCTION

DIVISIONS- / 
BU-HEAD

TYPE OF COMPANY



“Digital Transformation” is a hot topic, the automotive industry, too, 
is in a process of structural change Vehicle connectivity, automated 
or even driverless cars, shared mobility, big data and alternative dri-
ve systems are forcing established manufacturers and suppliers to  
undergo a process of reorientation. 

A study by Berylls Strategy Advisors and The Culture Institute shows that 
small and medium-sized suppliers are in danger of being marginalized. 
The companies surveyed had in many cases a traditional culture, and 
were therefore opposed to demands such as agility, shallow hierarchies 
and self-managed teams. Moreover, the culture that has been practiced 
until now makes it almost impossible to pursue trial-and-error strate-
gies and short development cycles, with the close integration of external 
partners.

INFLUENCE OF 
COMPANY CULTURE.

DIGITALIZATION 
EXPERTISE ON THE PART OF 
AUTOMOTIVE SUPPLIERS.

However, all these factors are demanded by digitalization, and have a di-
rect influence on strategy, structures and processes, skills as well as the 
company culture. The study results are used to make recommendations 
intended to show SMEs how to retain their successful position while also 
expanding for the future.

The companies themselves rate their 
digitalization know-how as moderate. 
No measures are in place for adapting 
the employees’ skills, and therefore 
the company’s culture, to suit digital 
needs.



THE EXISTING CULTURE 
AS A BRAKE ON DIGITA-
LIZATION.

The extremely multifaceted drivers of digitalization, such as autono-
mous driving, shared mobility services, and connectivity of the vehicle 
and infrastructure, alternative drives and “big data” are very different 
as regards their relevance and urgency for the supplier industry. 

It is therefore necessary to examine them thoroughly in order to be able 
to exploit the opportunities, identify risks and take appropriate counter-
measures as early as possible. Peter Eltze, expert in transformation and 
cultural management at Berylls Strategy Advisors commented: “Our cli-
ents increasingly ask how far they can master the complexity of digitaliz-
ation given their existing company culture.”

Now, together with The Culture Institute in Zurich, Berylls Strategy Ad-
visors investigated the cultural background to this conflict for appro-
ximately 30 small and medium-sized automotive suppliers from the 
German-speaking world. The top managers in the survey are from com-
panies with between 1,000 and 10,000 employees.

OPPORTUNITIES 
AND RISKS OF 
DIGITALIZATION 

The automotive suppliers are clearly 
focused on the potentials of digitaliz-
ation. The possible risk are frequently 
underestimated at managerial level.



Although the managers in the survey recognize how 
relevant and urgent the issue of digitalization is, hard-
ly any company has a master plan for digitalization. 
There are only a few vague signs of what meaningful 
duty must be undertaken in future, and to what ex-
tent digitalization is expected to change the company.
 
In the majority of cases, it is still an open question 
as to whether a company can continue to exist as a 
system and component supplier, or whether it must 
enter into new business models. Many are not able to 
identify and utilize the opportunities that result from 
the use of “big data.” The SMEs’ goal is therefore to fo-
cus predominantly on process and cost optimization. 
They largely miss the fact that digitalization can offer 
them direct access to customers. 

Consequently there is little understanding of the op-
portunities provided by the new product / service 
offerings or digital business models - they more or 
less ignore the potential offered for new sources of 
revenue. Besides inappropriate managerial and orga-
nizational structures, insufficient financial resources 
and a lack of available skills for the digital world, the 
existing company culture is the most widely cited rea-
son why there is no master plan, and therefore no ov-
erarching engagement with digitalization. 

Almost all the respondents are aware of the significant 
influence of company culture on the success of their 
company, and are intensively engaged with the ques-
tion of culture. Management discusses and reflects on 
how it perceives the company culture, formulates the 
s values, norms and fundamental convictions for lea-
dership and collaboration, and in many cases trains 
its employees in how to deal with these.

OPTIMIZATION IS STILL 
TOO MUCH IN FOCUS. 

Efficiency increase (process flexibilization)

Optimization of service provision (e.g. value added)

Holistic optimization of the value chain 

Improvement of management / steering systems (e.g. real-time-information)

Extension of core product portfolio (e.g. add on services)

New revenues and business models (development of new digital products)

Improvement / upgrade of core products

Direct access to relevant customer groups (incl. end customer)

GOALS OF DIGITALIZA-
TION FOR AUTOMOTIVE 
SUPPLIERS.

The management has a common understanding 
of setting digital targets, and predominantly sees 
optimization strategies – creativity and relevance 
to end customers are not priorities.

low focus high focus



Nevertheless, why does this commitment not lead to 
a comprehensive engagement with digitalization? The 
respondents directly or indirectly cite the following 
reasons: 

• The current success of the existing business model 
and the orientation to established, direct competition 
reduces the company’s willingness to make changes. 

• The discussion about the company’s culture is 
oriented too much to the traditional cultural values, 
which were effective in the past: Quality, reliability, 
thoroughness and frugality, combined with pragma-
tism. It is not in the cultural DNA of the participants to 
rush into something without careful planning and to 
regard investment spending as an experiment. 

• The proprietors or senior management still for 
the most part exemplify traditional values. In enga-
ging with digitalization, they often act based on past  
experience, do not wrangle enough about what is ob-
jectively the best solution, and are reluctant to make 
investments outside their familiar scope of options. 
 
• Companies still do not have enough knowledge 
about digital skills and attitudes. As a result, it is not 
possible to develop a common perspective regarding 
the cultural strengths and weaknesses with respect 
to digitalization. This makes it all the more difficult to 
consistently promote strengths and contain weaknesses. 

The cultural patterns necessary for the success of di-
gital transformation must be identified to allow the 
correct measures for organizational development to 
be defined. “Questions about the transformation are 
increasingly being addressed to us, such as whether 
the existing company culture is a help or hindrance 
in view of the complexity of digitalization,” says Simon 
Sagmeister, Managing Director of the Culture Institute, 
Berylls’s partner in the study. 

The companies in the survey often have cultures that 
lack the courage to explore new avenues, are not open 
to innovative ideas, pursue harmony instead of a cul-
ture of debate, and lack the motivation to get things 
done in the face of resistance. The study demonstra-
tes that courage is often dismissed as recklessness, 
and decisiveness as stubbornness. However, neither 
of these cultural values can be managed without a 
fundamental transformation.

CULTURE MANAGEMENT 
IS A SUCCESS DRIVER FOR 
DIGITALIZATION. 



UNDERSTANDING OF CULTURAL 
STRENGTHS / WEAKNESSES 

“The company’s cultural strengths and weaknes-
ses are transparent as regards digitalization.”

STATUS QUO
STRENGTHS AND WEAKNESSES AS REGARDS DIGITALIZATION.

CULTURAL AWARENESS 

“Cultural strengths and weaknesses are classi-
fied congruently by senior management.”

STATUS QUO
ROLE MODEL FUNCTION BY MANAGEMENT

ROLE MODEL FUNCTION 

“Our managerial employees provide a positive 
role model - they exemplify the desired beha-
vior and therefore the culture for successfully 
meeting challenges.”

CULTURAL AWARENESS 

“Our management is well aware of the cultu-
ral importance of HR decisions - they act in a 
value-oriented way in this regard.”



But how can these cultural characteristics be built up? Berylls Strategy 
Advisors and The Culture Institute recommend a pragmatic approach, 
and emphasize the importance of systemic and systematic management. 
Managerial employees have a decisive influence on the development of 
the culture within the company. “However, it is by no means a question 
of reinventing management. Management must be adapted to the speci-
fic needs of organizational development. Agility, for example, is not only 
a method, but an attitude. The art is to apply existing concepts as needed 
and appropriate within the company,” according to Eltze.

CULTURAL RECOMMENDA-
TIONS FOR ACTION FOR THE 
TRANSFORMATION.

CULTURAL PATTERNS OF AUTOMOTIVE SUPPLIERS AS REGARDS 
DIGITALIZATION.

Automotive suppliers find it difficult to 
disrupt existing cultural patterns, and 
thereby impede their opportunities to 
explore new digitalization avenues.

CULTURE MAP 
FINDINGS FOR AUTO-
MOTIVE SUPPLIERS.



CULTURAL PATTERNS. 
PATTERNS THAT IMPEDE THE NECESSARY TRANSFORMATION.

Established cultural 
structures and processes 
shore up the current busi-
ness model. 

Courage (red) has litt-
le chance of prevailing 
in the face of traditio-
nal practices (violet) and 
other structures (blue). 

THERE IS VERY 
LITTLE WILLINGNESS 
TO CHANGE.

CULTURAL PATTERNS IMPORTANCE SUMMARY

The business model that 
is currently successful 
does not offer much 
scope for ideas and the 
(established) competition 
offers (too) much orien-
tation. 

Without scope for ideas, 
there is no solid basis for 
digital innovations (pro-
ducts, processes, busi-
ness models). 

NEW IDEAS HAVE A 
HARD TIME AND INNO-
VATIVE STRENGTH IS 
HINDERED.

Stabilizing values 
predominate. 

New digital requirements 
on the company are diffi-
cult to address if decisi-
ons are made hierarchi-
cally. 

SAFE DECISION-
MAKING PATTERNS 
PREDOMINATE.

Conflict is a taboo when 
people are used to harm-
ony; sensitivities are 
deliberately treated with 
consideration. 

No basis for questioning 
habits in order to find the 
optimum digital solution. 

STRIVING FOR 
HARMONY DOES NOT 
OFFER A BASIS FOR 
DISRUPTION.



Agreement of clear and unambiguous responsibilities in top  
management for effective steering of the digital transformation. 

Training of (top) management for exemplary structuring of the 
digital transformation. Learning new things should not be limited 
by hierarchies. 

The use of agile methods and processes in developing the digi-
tal strategy for promoting a common digital mindset within the 
company (learning organization). 

Integrating digital natives in the company by providing a modern 
work environment (work resources, hours rooms, etc.). 

Rigorous consideration of digital attitudes in HR decisions (inclu-
ding personnel selection and appraisal) to positively complement 
the existing culture.

ACTION RECOMMENDATIONS 
FOR DIGITALIZATION.
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Berylls Strategy Advisors is a top management consul-
ting firm with offices in Munich, Berlin, Baar / Switzer-
land, Detroit / USA, Leamington Spa / Great Britain,  
Seoul /  South Korea and Shanghai / China. Together with auto-
motive manufacturers, automotive suppliers, engineering and 
mobility service providers, equipment suppliers and investors, 
its strategy advisors and associated network of experts work to de-
liver answers to the central challenges of the automotive industry. 

The focus is on highly innovative and high growth strategies, assis-
ting in mergers & acquisitions, organization development and 
transformation, and measures to improve performance along 
the entire value chain. 

In addition, the experts at Berylls Digital Ventures work with 
clients on solutions for digitizing and transforming the business 
models of OEMS, suppliers and automotive service providers. 

Berylls’ consulting teams are known for their extensive and re-
levant experience, solid knowledge, innovative creativity and 
entrepreneurial outlook.
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