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Field notes

In his book The Future of Man-
agement, renowned management 
guru and business strategist Gary 

Hamel argues that long-term compar-
ative advantage stems from the cre-
ation of an innovation culture that 
is itself a product of the evolution of 
management technologies. Whereas 
along many axes, industry has inno-
vated and reinvented itself countless 
times, most companies are still steeped 
in a hierarchical management culture. 
This prevents any truly innovative cul-
ture from emerging simply because it 
does not yield decent returns on hu-
man creativity and capital. 

Such hierarchies are anathema to in-
novation; and human creativity, when 
unleashed, is the core fuel for long-term 
innovative comparative advantage. 
When human creativity is constrained, 
upwards of 80 percent of workers are 
not engaged in what they do. Hamel 
believes this is not only a business fail-
ure but a moral one as well.

At a very basic level, this should be 
a clarion call to industry to banish ex-
cessive hierarchy. At its essence, the 
argument is fundamentally anti-bu-
reaucratic. Decision-making power 
should not repose with out-of-touch 
managers and rich executives. 

Hamel argues that management, not 
IT, is the source for innovation. IT, af-
ter all, can be commoditised and, there-
fore, how can it render comparative 
advantage? If IT is not the source of 
innovation, and if productivity gains, 
uptime, reliability, quick on-boarding 
of new applications and single sign-
on (and their ilk) can’t render compar-
ative advantage, then what indeed are 
we all so busy worrying about? 

Are you willing to look deep into 
the soul of your IT organisations and 

your companies as a whole to see if, 
just perhaps, Hamel has a valid point? 
How can you make sure that IT is not 
considered a commodity?

In incorporating the best of Hamel’s 
concepts and using them to help IT or-
ganizations secure their future as hubs 
of innovation, I’ve developed a theory 
called Innovation from Within. The 
optimal use of both human creativity 
and capital is the key to sustained com-
parative advantage, and great organisa-
tions must make innovation intrinsic 
to their function. Organisations must 
embrace community, not bureaucra-
cy. And, most significant, management 
too often stands in the way of real in-
novation – only when management 
evolves is true innovation possible.

Let’s look at IT organisations. IT 
staff members tend to be intelligent, 
dedicated and keen to make an impact. 
Often called upon to do more with 
fewer resources, they spend most of 
their time performing their core jobs, 
leaving little time for innovation.

My concept of Innovation from 
Within applies Hamel’s theory to the 
field of IT. The core principles are:

• Given the inherent creativity of IT 
staff, it’s in our best interest to en-
sure an IT management model that 
utilises this potential.

• Innovation comes from the sys-
tematic and irreverent process of 
thought-trial-error-revision, a pro-
cess that is inherent in IT. 

• When community is embraced 
deeply and openly, technical solu-
tions emerge. IT can lead the way 
here, starting with itself!

• In IT, people are the only source of 
comparative advantage.

• IT management needs to evolve 
from a focus on project and budget 
to a new and exciting focus on in-
novation management.

• IT should not be about cost contain-
ment, but rather about the creation 
of great outcomes.

Are you ready to believe in this theo-
ry? Can we apply the concept of Inno-
vation from Within and demonstrate 
that IT organisations are the right 
place to conduct this grand experi-
ment? Are managers ready to divest 
power and to embrace their own com-
munities? Is management ready to give 
up its power and embrace our collec-
tive brilliance? ■
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Great organisations 
must make 
innovation 
intrinsic to their 
function. Only 
when management 
evolves is  
true innovation 
possible
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