
Special report: Working in the ‘new normal’

Digital transformation and continuity

Babcock, as a major organisation, is contemplating many of the issues 
around new opportunities for the digital world and digital transformation. 

But the impact of COVID-19 adds an extra dimension and makes a 
fundamental challenge to much of what we had taken for granted before. 

Dockyards, for instance, are clearly having to understand the challenges 
of this disease in delivering physical product, while recognising that many 
of the digital technologies that we are implementing will give us the 
opportunity to think about things in a non-physical way from the start of 
the supply chain. The impact of digital twin on this, for example, will be 
transformative.

Defence, digitization and recovery 

As well as working within a big enterprise, I am on secondment to another 
organisation called Team Defence Information. 

This is effectively a trade association that specifically sits in the space of how 
information and digital technology can collaborate. We have a long history 
of being in that shared neutral space, working with the Ministry of Defence 
and its suppliers to understand how we can work together effectively. 
I have a specific role here mandated from the Defence Suppliers Forum, 
which is where ministers sit alongside the supply chain operators thinking 
about strategy around supply chain and exploring issues around the 
industrial supply base.

I have the role of delivery continuity executive: so what does delivery 
continuity look like in the new world?

It is important to recognise that, in the context of knowing that 
technology can do all sorts of exciting things for us, we have a 
fundamental challenge, which is that the MOD is trying to get ships to 
sail, and aircraft to fly, etc, and has all sorts of major contracts in place to 
make that happen.

Sometimes, though, there are key elements that are essential for 
information sharing and collaboration which, if they don’t work 
effectively, can bring those contracts to a halt. 

From a very technical point of view, one of the key examples often 
referred to about all of this is how the Mars Climate Orbiter mission, 
in 1999 – with $300m+ worth of expenditure – was unsuccessful 
because of a single value in a single digital file being written in the wrong 
units of measurement. This was then interpreted by the engineers that 
received it in the units of measurement that they were expecting in the 
first place and meant that the spacecraft didn’t survive entry into Mars’ 

atmosphere. This is one of the fundamental nuggets that I carry around 
in my pocket to show just how critical data can be.

On a lesser scale, we come across this sort of issue often in our daily 
lives and know how crucial data accuracy is for making the right 
decisions across our organisations, whatever we are doing.

In the Team Defence Information context, we are beginning to explore 
the question about how digitization can help aspects of future 
development and of recovery. 

In defence, there are national security concerns that do constrain some 
of the ways that we operate. However, it is important to recognize 
that intellectual property rights are as crucial to the existence of 
commercial organisations as elements of national security are to the 
operation of the defence sectors.

Different sectors’ experience will be varied, but collaboration has 
some fundamental common themes, whatever the context. Our MOD 
colleagues have rapidly transitioned to working from home. Even three 
months ago, no-one could have foreseen that this would happen. 

We have all had technology challenges. It has been fascinating to see 
different stakeholders coming together to identify the bottlenecks and 
find solutions. 

“It is important to point out that 
none of the business models 
behind Amazon, Uber, Airbnb would 
have been possible without data, 
as digital data has the power to 
transform. The level and degree 
of transformation is only really 
becoming clear to us now.”

 
 
 
 

Dr Tim King is Convenor of ISO/TC184/SC4/WG13 - Industrial Data Quality. He is also 
Chair of the BSI committee AMT/4 – Industrial data and manufacturing interfaces. 

We asked him for his thoughts about the current situation and the impacts on 
digitization.

Data, defence and the recovery
Dr Tim King, Principal Consultant, Babcock International

https://www.jpl.nasa.gov/missions/mars-climate-orbiter/
https://www.gov.uk/intellectual-property-an-overview
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Technology and adaptation

Sometimes there has been simple misunderstanding and it’s important 
to highlight this is not just about the technology, it is also about the 
human being. Users are often able to do the most unexpected things 
with technology!

There was certainly a reaction to organizations publicized as avoiding 
the use of some communication software recently. And it’s important to 
note that this sort of thing usually comes about because people have not 
thought carefully enough about the implications of certain settings and 
these were not well understood by the average user.

Facebook went through a similar experience. They had complexity 
in their privacy and sharing settings and took the view that they 
could set these towards the relaxed end of the scale because people 
wouldn’t mind; however, there were issues once users realized the full 
implications of the defaults in place. Now Facebook has moved default 
settings towards the safer end of privacy and security. 

And, while Facebook would, no doubt, feel that, the so-called “less safe” 
end is not less safe in reality, for psychological reasons, humans need 
to be guided towards understanding implications. This is about all of us 
realising that certain types of sharing are only risky if the people involved 
don’t understand the consequences. And about us all learning about the 
limits of technology. 

I’ve been lucky in my learning because I have needed to get my mind 
round technology in order to make collaboration effective in virtual 
international committee meetings. In the last few weeks more people 
have been going through the same experiences, however, and what we 
are demonstrating as a species is that we are incredibly adaptable. Once 
upon a time, it was about learning how to wear fur to keep warm and 
how to light fires. In the digital world, it is about human beings, normal 
people, realising what an application like Zoom can really do.

We are now going through all of the recognized cycles of adopting 
technology -  initial excitement, naivety, making a few mistakes, feeling 
bitter about things that go wrong, and eventually stabilising our 
relationship to the point where this becomes just another tool that 
enables us to carry on functioning as a society.

Resilience and technology 

Some of the technical work that I have done alongside the MOD has 
been thinking about the word “resilience” in the context of the Defence 
Support Network, which is effectively the end to end supply chain of 
everything the military does.

We’ve had some reflections on the reliance on physical manufacturing 
and on offshoring. In any sector, the resilient network is one that has got 
multiple connections and nodes which makes it far less easy for any one 
incident to fundamentally disrupt the whole of the network.

Trust and risk management

The other issue to consider is trust. In the new common introduction 
for all the different parts of ISO 8000, trust is included in the sense that 
data must be trusted as the basis for effective decisions: if you don’t trust 
your data, then you are not going to be able to produce decisions that 
will be trusted.

The caveat from the aspect of risk management has to be that we must 
guard against all (figuratively speaking) rushing after the ball called 
“COVID-19”; because then, for the next few years, all we’ll do is talk about 
resilience, corporate risk, etc in the context of pandemics. We must 
remember to think about all the other risks that have always been there, and 
always will be there, as well. Part of the recovery is going back to having a 
balanced view across all the existential risks that there are and making sure 
that pandemic is only one in a balanced comprehensive portfolio.

As a society, we may have woken up to the fact that everything 
described here about technology has been about the process of 
placing one brick on top of another. Everybody was already embracing 
technology at the level of things like smartphones, for example. But this 
crisis has now made us think that technology and digitization can enable 
society to change in a fundamentally structural way. 

It is important to point out that none of the business models behind 
Amazon, Uber, Airbnb would have been possible without data, as digital 
data has the power to transform. The level and degree of transformation 
is only really becoming clear to us now. 

While we must recognize the tragedy that is unfolding around us and 
the phenomenal efforts of people in the NHS and on the front line, it is 
still salutary to consider the irony that there may be more opportunity to 
explore new ways of working now than there has been for many years. 

Useful links

Managing Data Quality: A Practical Guide by Tim King 
and Julian Schwarzenbach 

Risk management and business continuity COVID-19 
response - Making standards accessible 

https://shop.bcs.org/store/221/detail/WorkGroupByIsbn/9781780174594
https://shop.bcs.org/store/221/detail/WorkGroupByIsbn/9781780174594
https://www.bsigroup.com/en-GB/topics/novel-coronavirus-covid-19/risk-management-and-business-continuity/
https://www.bsigroup.com/en-GB/topics/novel-coronavirus-covid-19/risk-management-and-business-continuity/

