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Microsoft‟s choice of CEO leaves the mobile questions unanswered 

 Cloud and server chief Satya Nadella  promoted at end of lengthy search 

 Strong if safe choice for enterprise business but  no track record in mobile 

 May presage break-up, but for now Microsoft‟s mobile future remains  shadowy 

The old Wintel alliance which defined the PC era may be breaking apart, but there are still 

strong parallels between the giants. Both engaged in a long search for a new CEO, apparently 

failed to attract new blood, and ended up promoting a long-time veteran with no obvious qualifi-

cations for one of the most important challenges ahead – success in mobile. Intel‟s Brian Krza-

nich has, however, risen impressively to the mobile challenge, despite his roots deep in Intel tra-

ditionalism. Can Microsoft‟s new CEO, Satya Nadella, do the same? 

 

Nadella‟s passion is cricket, a game which he says taught him more about teamwork and leader-

ship than any business school. It is not revealed which was his strong position when playing the 

game at school in India, but let‟s hope he was a top-order batsman. Microsoft‟s mobile strategy 

often resembles cricket – a long game so obscure to outsiders that it is unclear whether there is a 

clever strategy at work, or the players are just slogging along, trying to stay in the game and se-

cretly praying for rain to stop play. It will be Nadella‟s job to inject that burst of clarity, drama – 

and scores – which only a top-order batsman can achieve. 

 

There are few clues to whether Nadella will be that kind of leader. Employed at Microsoft for 22 

of his 46 years, he moves from his current position as EVP of the cloud and enterprise group. 

This seems to indicate that the Redmond giant‟s priority has been to consolidate its strengths in 

that area and make cloud leadership its number one goal. Certainly, that will be an easier path 

than transforming the company‟s fortunes in the mobile and „post-PC‟ spaces, where outgoing 

CEO Steve Ballmer – like his Intel counterpart Paul Otellini – is likely to look back on his 

greatest mistakes. 

 

Few crumbs of comfort for mobile division: 

 

However, that creates one problem with the choice of CEO – there is no boost to market confi-

dence that a mobile turnaround is on the cards. One extreme view will be that Microsoft will 

succumb to calls from some shareholders to break up the group, putting the mobile, embedded 

and consumer activities into more specialized hands and spinning them off. Fans of this ap-

proach argue it could double the value of the remaining company.  

 

That would effectively cut Microsoft‟s ties with its PC kingdom, and with what will succeed the 

PC. That is no more unthinkable than it was for IBM, and there is some logic in Microsoft fo-

cusing all its energies on a market where it has a powerful starting position and where there is 

considerable profitable growth available – leaving the mobile market, and the difficult integra-

tion of Nokia, to those who understand it better. 
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