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Harnessing  
the power of the 
digital economy

Soumitra Dutta explains why business schools must take the lead in  
creating managers who can harness the power of business and technology 
to improve the world and how one school is aiming to do just that
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I
n July 2013 the Samuel Curtis Johnson 
Graduate School of Management at Cornell 
University took a bold step, announcing a new 
MBA programme that would stand at the 

intersection of business and technology in a way 
not done before. It would develop individuals who 
are more than MBA graduates and savvy business 
people—but rather leaders for the digital economy. 

The digital revolution is changing everything about 
the way business is conducted today. It is changing 
existing companies, accelerating entrepreneurship 
and innovation within them, spawning new 
enterprises, bringing with it tremendous 
opportunities and equally stout challenges. 

Technology—specifically information and 
communication technology—drives the digital 
revolution in business in several key ways.

It has made business much faster than ever before. 
Computer processing and the internet have created 
streamlined operations, instant communications and 
agile responsiveness. 

The internet has also opened unprecedented 
collaboration among workers and companies across 
the globe. The result is greater productivity and 
reduced costs to companies through outsourcing, 
video conferencing and other technology-enabled 
communications. 

Of particular interest are the ways in which 
technology encourages businesses and individuals 
to innovate. As technology advances, prices drop 
and the technological tools used to create innovative 
solutions become more accessible to everyone. For 
example, when an employee sees a problem in 
delivering value to customers, he or she can readily 
innovate a solution by utilising existing technological 
tools—and at relatively low cost. 

The pace of business, hyper-connectedness to 
talent and markets, the power for individuals and 
companies to rapidly innovate all call for a new 
business professional, a manager who deeply 
understands the role of technology in commerce 
and who can work collaboratively with engineers 
and technology specialists. It also calls for a new 
technologist—one who understands business well 
enough to see the path from prototype to market.

The need for these new engineers and managers, 
along with the conviction that technology-fuelled 
innovation could invigorate the economies of New 
York City and New York State, led to the creation of 
Cornell Tech. 
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This concept was born in 2010 when the City of 
New York asked top universities to propose a new 
or expanded applied sciences and engineering 
campus, with the city providing land on Roosevelt 
Island, a narrow island in East River between 
Manhattan and the borough of Queens, plus a 
seed investment to make the project a reality. 

Cornell University won the bid and in 2012 launched 
a revolutionary model for graduate education that 
fuses technology with business and creative 
thinking in the heart of New York City’s vibrant 
tech ecosystem. 

Cornell Tech focuses on creating pioneering 
leaders and technologies for the digital age 
through research, technology commercialisation 
and graduate education at the masters, doctoral 
and post-doctoral levels.

The Cornell Tech campus is currently housed in 
Google’s Chelsea building and in 2017 we expect 
to move to a new campus on Roosevelt Island 
designed to foster an energetic environment for 
bringing together ideas, people and technology 
to spark innovation. 

The new 2 million square feet campus will include 
academic spaces, an executive education centre 
and a hotel, plus housing for 2,000 students and 
280 faculty and 2.5 acres of new green space.

Offering an MBA on a tech campus was 
unprecedented yet the leadership of Cornell Tech 
viewed a focus on business as being integral to its 
very fabric and purpose. The campus was not to be 
just about technology but rather about technology, 
business and economic impact. The belief that 
tremendous economic growth will come from 
the coupling of technology and business underlies 
the collaborations on which Cornell Tech was 
created—a remarkable partnership between the 
government of New York City, a major research 
university, private-sector business and civil society. 

This is how transformation is created. And  
we were committed to re-imagining business 
education and creating an MBA programme that 
will develop people to lead that transformation. 

In May 2015, the first students will graduate from 
the Johnson Cornell Tech MBA programme. 

From the moment we embarked on this journey, 
we considered carefully what would be the ideal 
graduate of the programme. He or she would  
be prepared to understand the technological 
landscape, to work with technologists and to  
use technology to solve functional problems.  
These graduates are not technologists, yet they 
understand technology deeply enough to work 
with sophisticated technologists to find effective 
solutions to real-world problems.

I have even greater hopes for this class of MBA 
students—and for MBA students from business 
schools everywhere. They can change the face of 
local environments and the world. They are pioneers 
on the global stage, taking the collaborative vision 
behind Cornell Tech and bringing it to reality in the 
world of business. They share a fundamental belief 
that business and technology are improving the 
state of the world. 

Business can and should be a force for good in 
the world. And — by combining technology with 
business and society — we can make the world a 
better place.

Cornell Tech focuses on creating 
pioneering leaders and technologies for the 
digital age through research, technology 
commercialisation and graduate education




