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Cloud computing: pushing the
right managerial buttons

By Saeed Khanagha

Despite the obvious organisational advantages offered by cloud
computing, not all firms have adopted and adapted to the rapid
changes that this new form of remote data storage represents.
Recent research and practice have focused on the issue from the
perspective of firms as a whole, whilst overlooking the potential
contribution of individual managerial practice and behaviour
towards addressing the situation.
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In the world of Information Computer
Technology, it is an understandable
misconception that all problems are of
a technical nature. If a product does
not function as expected, then the
blame is generally laid at the feet of
those responsible for developing the
software in the first place.

Organisational theory has attempt-
ed to dig deeper into the issue by at-
tempting to establish a link between
the business and environmental con-
ditions in which IT firms operate - re-
sponding to consumer needs is one
thing but how should such projects be
structured in the first place, before get-
ting down to the technical nitty-gritty?

This has been a valid line of inquiry
for some time. However, somewhere
within the process the individual role
of managers has been lost. Above all, in
such a rapidly changing environment
as ICT, involving proactive managers
within flexible organisational set-ups
has never been more important.

Current challenges

The current challenge faced by ICT
firms is to integrate individual capa-
bilities into an overall organisational
process. This takes two forms - man-
agement innovation (the introduc-
tion of new processes, practices, and
structures) and more wholesale busi-
ness model innovation (the overhaul
of methods for capturing and creat-
ing value). The extra challenge posed
by the ICT industry lies in the speed of
change and the extent to which firms
may find themselves forced to adopt
and adapt to major technical and non-
technical developments.



www.rsm.nl/discovery

Emerging cutting-edge technology
can have implications not just for the
industry itself but also market patterns.
A network of partners is often required
to work in tandem in the face of com-
petition and for which the long-term
payoff may require stumping up sig-
nificant investment in the early stages
in order to anticipate and subsequently
meet user requirements.

It is for this reason that many ICT
firms shy away from such ventures.
The ability to accurately predict the
success of a new product or platform,
coupled with the volatile nature of the
ICT business environment, doubles the
stakes. Uncertainty is both an oppor-
tunity and a risk. It is at this point that
the dynamic manager’s ability to sense
emerging technologies, seize opportu-
nities, and align the overall operations
of the firm becomes crucial.

Missing link

Until now, research has mainly con-
centrated upon the organisation and
failed to link it with the cognitive abili-
ties of individual managers. Whilst the
adoption of emerging technologies is
indeed an overall process, people are
integral to the adoption and applica-
tion of such processes and the poten-
tial impact on an overarching business
model. It is by re-aligning managers
within a more dynamic organisational
structure that the link between cus-
tomer orientation and innovation can
be successfully made.

By re-centring innovative manage-
ment within the overall firm approach,
opportunities are created to incentivise
venturing into new areas, apply experi-

mental processes, encourage learning
from failure, and even allocate resourc-
es in potentially risky areas. A recent
four-part, four-year study into a selec-
tion of Dutch companies has helped
shed light on this crucial window
of opportunity.

Via a series of case studies and
questionnaire-based surveys, up to
130 firms were tested and examined as
to the methods employed in adopting
innovation, the frequency with which
they renewed their business model, the
extent to which they exploited new ICT
avenues, and their ability to sense and
seize emerging technologies within the
context of Cloud ICT.

The findings were mediated by such
factors as process and routine, strate-
gic intent, and managerial attention
and innovation. The overall intention
of the study? To establish the missing
link between an organisation’s desire
and ability to integrate ICT innovation
and the defining role played by indi-
viduals to make such a strategic inten-
tion a reality.

Dealing with complexity

The most revealing findings of the
study are the micro-foundations of
business capabilities, meaning from

individual management above. What
emerges most patently is the interre-
lationship of organisational character-
istics and individual managerial capa-
bilities and their potential to enable an
effective response to environmental
change. In short, practices, procedures
and structures within the ICT industry
are little or nothing without capable
individuals to adopt and apply them.
Moreover, such measures need to be
applied underneath an overall strate-
gic umbrella.

However, such organisational and
strategic changes cannot be feasibly
applied without a complete grasp of
the in-house workings of the organisa-
tion. It is for this reason that ICT firms
need to review the non-technical as-
pects of their trade before preceding
towards the attainment of technical
success. Involving managers within a
flexible structure, where organisational
design becomes a dynamic phenom-
enon in support of innovation (as op-
posed to a rigid obstacle to it), is key.

Another key finding to emerge is
that of customer consultation. Whilst
exploring initiatives may initially come
from within an ICT firm, in such a rap-
idly changing, user-oriented field, it
would be foolish to ignore the “word »

"..insuch a rapidly changing environment

as ICT, involving proactive managers within
flexible organisational set-ups has never been
more important.”
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Cloud computing: pushing the
richt managerial buttons ...

By Saeed Khanagha

on the street”. Careful and considered
integration of customer expectations
is therefore not to be neglected if ICT
firms wish to achieve genuine technical
breakthroughs with the expected mar-
ket success that such achievements
should bring.

Investing in innovation
The recent study highlights a major av-
enue for exploration and exploitation.
ICT firms must learn to juggle the man-
agement of existing practices with the
adoption of new ones - applying exist-
ing routines is no longer an option, nor
is switching strategy in a knee-jerk re-
action to the latest craze. Co-managing
the not-very-old with the brand new
represents a major challenge, one for
which the most flexible and highly cog-
nitive managers are required.

Be it listening to customers or in-
volving dynamic managers in a more
flexible process and structure, ICT

The main message is loud and clear
- despite the very technical nature of
ICT, firms operating within must be
prepared to dedicate just as much
time, energy and money to non-tech-
nical aspects such as managementin-
novation and managerial cognition in
order to increase the chances of suc-
cess of the final result.

Heavy investment in technology
and R&D is one thing, but if manag-
ers are not allowed to innovate and
find themselves bound by the same
old routines and organisational struc-
tures, then the chance to come up
with genuinely new, ground-breaking
technical solutions and products will
be stifled.

Implications and directions
For today's ICT manager, the most at-
tractive option is to be empowered to
balance exploration with integration.
Whilst the trial-and-error approach

‘Co-managing the not-very-old with the brand
new represents a major challenge, one for
which the most flexible and highly cognitive
managers are required.”

firms should not be shy to adopt a tri-
al and error approach to operations, in
the interest of long-term gain. Termed
the “soft side of innovation”, this nev-
ertheless represents an important in-
vestment in support of the eventual
end product.

may generate short-term budgetary
headaches for the firm, the opportu-
nity it provides to test technical and
non-technical ICT solutions can reap
long-term benefits.

The aforementioned study insists
upon the importance of exploring new

technological initiatives within larger
organisations where the temptation
to stick with tried-and-tested solutions
may be even greater. In all cases, the
overall recommendation remains the
same - rely upon your managers to
support you in combining existing ap-
proaches with new ones and do not
be afraid to experiment with different
organisational set-ups in pursuit of an
overall strategic direction.

From a research perspective, the
issue requires deeper consideration
per management level. The level of IT
awareness must understandably dif-
fer from one hierarchical level to an-
other, and therefore the contribution
that each managerial level can make
to the overall process. However, the
overall theoretical and practical break-
through is clear - no longer can ICT
firms seek to branch out into remote
fields such as cloud computing from a
purely “group perspective”. Each firm
is only as good as the sum of its mana-
gerial parts and the structure(s) into
which those parts fit. m

This article draws inspiration from
Saeed Khanagha's the PhD thesis
Dynamic Capabilities for Managing
Emerging Technologies - Organizational
and Managerial Antecedents of Effective
Adoption of Cloud Computing. It can be
downloaded at: http://repub.eur.nl/
pub/77319

Saeed Khanagha is currently Assistant
Professor of Strategy, Nijmegen School
of Management and a senior researcher
at Ericsson. s.khanagha@fm.ru.nl
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