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The real problem is not whether machines think but

whether men do.

—B. F. Skinner

We become what we behold. We shape our tools and then

our tools shape us.

—Marshall McLuhan
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Preface

What we got here is . . . failure to communicate.

—Captain, Road Prison 36, Cool Hand Luke

On February 4, 2014, Microsoft concluded its extensive

search to replace its retiring Chief Executive Officer (CEO),

the easily excitable Steve Ballmer. On that day, the

company named Satya Nadella as only the third CEO in its

storied history. Given Microsoft’s stature and reach, one

could argue that Nadella represented the most significant

executive appointment since Tim Cook succeeded Steve

Jobs as Apple’s head honcho on August 24, 2011.

Running a 50,000-employee corporation as powerful and

culturally significant as Apple cannot be considered easy. In

the whole scheme of things, though, few, if any, CEOs have

inherited a company in better shape than Tim Cook did. He

took over an extremely healthy organization with a record-

setting hoard of cash,a a reportedly strong pipeline, a

vibrant developer community, a favorable public image, and

largely positive coverage from Wall Street.

The 46-year-old Nadella was not nearly as lucky. He had

then and—has now—no small chore ahead of him. Many

industry types, critics, ex-Microsoft employees, and activist

investors have argued for years that the iconic tech

company needs a drastic makeover. Ballmer’s exit was just

the first of many notable moves that it would need to make

to remain relevant.

Long a tech powerhouse, Microsoft now finds itself at a

crossroads, a potential victim of The Innovator’s Dilemma,

Clayton Christensen’s classic business text about disruptive

innovation. Christensen astutely observed that very



successful organizations have historically become

complacent. They have tended to ignore the emerging

trends and technologies that ultimately annihilated their

businesses.

You might be thinking that that could never happen to a

company as large, successful, and ubiquitous as Microsoft.

It is too big to fail.

Think again.

Polaroid, Kmart, Eastman Kodak, Blockbuster Video, Tower

Records, and Research in Motion (recently rebranded as

Blackberry) were once economic juggernauts. They are

now punch lines to jokes, historical footnotes, and the

subjects of MBA case studies of what not to do. Briefly

stated, each company failed to react to new consumer

tastes, business realities, and technological changes until

its song was over.

Now, Microsoft hasn’t fallen as far as those companies did,

and maybe it never will. Still, only a wild-eyed optimist can

ignore the warning signs. Many of its recent high-profile

product launches (e.g., Vista, Zune, Surface, and Soapbox)

have performed much worse than anticipated, sometimes

to embarrassing degrees.b Other than Xbox, the company

hasn’t had a true hit in a long time. The halcyon days of

Windows and Office have long past, although each remains

a multibillion-dollar franchise. Many questioned the

wisdom of Microsoft’s $7.2 billion Nokia purchase in

September 2013. More than ever, there is cause to worry in

Redmond, Washington.

A few chilling statistics will illustrate the point. In 2000,

more than 90 percent of all devices connected to the

Internet via some version of Windows. Thanks to the

explosion of mobile devices and Microsoft’s missteps, that

number currently hovers around a shocking 20 percent—



and continues to fall.1 As of this writing, research firm

International Data Corporation (IDC) reports that only 3

percent of mobile phones in the United States run a mobile

version of Windows, putting Microsoft only marginally

ahead of moribund Blackberry. Android dominates with a

market share exceeding 80 percent, followed by iOS with

roughly 12 percent.2 It’s not hard to find industry experts

who believe that Microsoft has fallen and it won’t be able

to get up.

Nadella is quite familiar with Microsoft’s culture and its

challenges. He joined the software giant way back in 1992.

As the new captain of a massive ship, he knows that

steering it in a new direction will be much easier said than

done. Forget any perceived or real hard technological

challenges for a moment. Standing in Nadella’s way are

considerable “squishy” obstacles like Microsoft’s legendary

internal politics, bureaucracy, and organizational silos.

Effecting his vision will require infusing a new way of

thinking and working into Microsoft. Nadella will have to

eliminate significant cultural and institutional impediments

and, not surprisingly, make major personnel changes. To

this end, the company will be parting ways with more than

18,000 employees. The reported 14 percent workforce

reduction will represent Microsoft’s biggest layoff to date.

On July 17, 2014, Nadella articulated his long-term vision

for the company and broad steps on how to achieve it in the

way that most CEOs do today: via a corporate

memorandum. In a memo titled “Starting to Evolve Our

Organization and Culture,” Nadell begins inauspiciously:

Last week in my e-mail to you I synthesized our strategic

direction as a productivity and platform company.c

It only goes downhill from there. He continues:



Microsoft has a unique ability to harmonize the world’s

devices, apps, docs, data and social networks in digital

work and life experiences so that people are at the

center and are empowered to do more and achieve more

with what is becoming an increasingly scarce commodity

—time!”d

Keep reading Nadella’s memo and you’ll find plenty of

gems straight out of Dilbert and Office Space: regular

synergies, integration synergies (evidently there’s a

difference between the two), strategic alignment, and

others.

A few disclaimers are in order here. In my fourth book, The

Age of the Platform, I was critical of Microsoft’s tactics and

decisions over the past decade. Truth be told, though, I am

certainly not anti-Microsoft.e In fact, I concur with much of

Nadella’s overall vision for the company—at least from the

interviews he’s given and the articles I’ve read. I also can’t

think of a painless way to announce that 18,000 people will

soon be looking for work through no fault of their own.

And, to be fair, Microsoft claims that it will grant generous

severance packages.

I certainly don’t know how Microsoft employees felt about

their new CEO’s memo. For all I know, the majority of

“Softies” honestly found it to be positive, bold, clear,

effective, and even necessary given the current state of the

company. I strongly suspect, however, that that was the

minority view. I’d also bet that many employees felt a sense

of déjà vu (i.e., that they had seen this movie before).

Nadella’s vision hit employee screens nearly one year to

the day that his predecessor sent his own terribly worded

memo. In “One Microsoft” (sent on July 11, 2013), Steve

Ballmer announced a major reorganization that included

this 42-word dizzying sentence:



Today’s announcement will enable us to execute even

better on our strategy to deliver a family of devices and

services that best empower people for the activities they

value most and the enterprise extensions and services

that are most valuable to business.f

Just as Ballmer’s message failed as an effective internal

communications vehicle, so did Nadella’s—a view shared by

many. The media widely lampooned it as yet another

example of the same old corporate blathering we’ve seen

for decades. Shaun Nichols of The Register called it “coma-

inducing.” One could make the case that, because of the

timing, Nadella’s memo did more damage than his

predecessor’s did a year earlier. Sure, at that point,

Ballmer was the face of Microsoft, serving as its CEO from

January 2000 to February 2014. Still, most people knew

that Ballmer would be departing soon; the only question

during the last few years of his tenure surrounded his

eventual replacement. In theory, Nadella may have had a

clean(er) slate with many Microsoft employees—or at least

he did until he sent that eerily redolent and vacuous

message.

The Wrong Way to Announce a New

Product Launch

That’s enough skewering of Microsoft’s executive

leadership. Let’s move to another recent instance of truly

awful corporate communications. The target this time:

Computer Sciences Corporation (CSC). The company

describes itself on its website as:



a global leader of next-generation information

technology (IT) services and solutions. The company’s

mission is to enable superior returns on clients’

technology investments through best-in-class industry

solutions, domain expertise, and global scale. CSC has

approximately 79,000 employees and reported revenue

of $13 billion for the 12 months ended March 28, 2014.g

A few days before I signed the contract to write the book

you are now reading, the following press release came

across the wire:

For Immediate Release: CSC Launches Next-

Generation Big Data Platform as a Service

FALLS CHURCH, Va., June 26, 2014—CSC (NYSE: CSC),

a global leader in next-generation IT services and

solutions, has added new security, compliance, data

infrastructure technologies, and cloud deployment

options to its open source Big Data Platform as a Service

(BDPaaS) offering, which enables enterprise and public

sector clients to get up and running in 30 days or less

across a variety of cloud and dedicated architectures.3

There’s more to this press release, but let’s stop right here.

Does that 61-word, one-sentence monstrosity make any

sense at all to you? If your mind started wandering halfway

through, don’t fret. I’m in the same boat. After all, the

jargon-laden monsoon contains Big Data, platform, open

source, infrastructure, cloud, and architectures. Honorable

mention goes to next-generation, solutions, and

deployment. And let’s not forget CSC’s pièce de résistance:

the horribly constructed acronym BDPaaS. Cramming all of

these oft-bastardized technology terms into a single

sentence is quite the semantic achievement. The word

cacophony comes to mind.



Before you continue reading, take a deep breath. It’s about

to get worse—much worse.

There. You’ve been warned.

CSC’s press release continues with a tsunami of dense

sentences and awkward jargon:



The CSC BDPaaS has been engineered to support an “as-

a-Service” on several cloud infrastructures including

Amazon, CSC Cloud Solutions, RedHat OpenStack and

VMware VSphere private clouds. This allows flexible

deployment models within the customer’s datacenter as

well as trusted third party datacenters including CSC’s.

With the CSC BDPaaS, CSC customers are also able to

leverage the ServiceMesh Agility PlatformTM, which

provides cloud management, governance, and security

across public, private and hybrid clouds.

CSC BDPaaS offers batch analytics, fine-grained and

interactive analytics, and real-time streaming analytics.

Along with a suite of improved next-generation reference

architectures for IBM, SAP, Oracle, and Teradata, it is

the only “as a service” offering that seamlessly

integrates with Hadoop, Ad-Hoc Query and Streaming

analytics to support high volumes, high velocities and

any type of data.

“CSC is uniquely positioned to support predictive and

prescriptive analytics for actionable insights from

internal and external data to better manage customer

intelligence, product innovation, risks and operational

efficiencies,” said Jim Kaskade, vice president and

general manager, Big Data & Analytics, CSC. “Clients

can minimize up-front costs and leverage existing

technology investments without sacrificing time-to-

market mandates. We’re helping clients unlock the

power and potential of Big Data with greater speed,

efficiency, and confidence.”



Full disclosure: I have no axe to grind here, but I cannot

claim to be a completely uninterested party with respect

to CSC. For nearly two years in the mid-2000s, I worked

for the company. I implemented enterprise applications

for its healthcare clients.

I have spent the duration of my professional career (nearly

20 years as of this point) at the nexus of business,

technology, and data. As such, I am very familiar with most

of the individual terms in the CSC press release, and I still

don’t fully understand what this new product allegedly

does.

This begs the question, what was CSC thinking here?

Admittedly, some of the terms in the press release are

gaining in popularity. By no means, though, has every chief

executive heard of cloud computing, Big Data, and Hadoop,

never mind gems like improved next-generation reference

architectures. Why toss them into one big tech

bouillabaisse?

At the risk of piling on, it wouldn’t be a proper technology

press release if CSC didn’t mention how it was “uniquely

positioned” to do exactly what it purports to do. I challenge

you to find a similar announcement these days that does

not contain this two-word staple. (As an aside, I believe that

word unique is a superlative. Something can’t be very

unique, rather unique, or really unique. A person or thing is

either unique or it isn’t. Period. Not every linguist shares

this view, as Ammon Shea points out in Bad English: A

History of Linguistic Aggravation.)

Lessons Learned

Comparing and contrasting the miscommunications of

multibillion-dollar tech companies like Microsoft and CSC



can teach us a great deal. The two messages exhibit both

significant similarities and differences. Let’s first address

the latter.

The primary intended audience for each message is very

different. Nadella wrote his memo mainly for Microsoft’s

current—and soon to be former—employees, although he’s

very mindful that it’s impossible to keep messages like

these private today. Chief executives carefully craft these

communications with full knowledge that they will end up

on the Web for all to read, often minutes afterward.

Microsoft’s primary goal surely wasn’t publicity.

By contrast, CSC made its announcement chiefly to the

outside world (hence the formal press release). BDPaaS is

anything but a $1.99 iOS app or game; even the company’s

wealthiest executives aren’t about to purchase its new

product for their own personal use. Business is war, and

companies are engaged in the same arms race for

customers and profits. At a high level, CSC’s marketing and

PR strategies could have taken one of two forms: simplicity

or complexity. The company clearly doubled down on the

latter. It is betting that its best chance for victory comes

from creating and promulgating the most arcane, intricate-

sounding terms possible. Ideally, from CSC’s standpoint,

current and prospective clients will do the following after

reading its press release:

Get really excited and/or intrigued.

Click on a few links to learn more about BDPaaS.

Call a sales rep.

Schedule an in-person demo.

Sit in amazement at what BDPaaS can do.

Ask for pricing information.



Eventually write a big check.

Was complexity the right bet? It’s too early to say, but

BDPaaS hasn’t exactly taken the world by storm. Several

times over the course of researching and writing this book

(most recently on December 6, 2014), I searched Google

for “CSC BDPaaS customers” and “CSC BDPaaS case

studies.” Beyond retreads of its press release, I retrieved

zero meaningful results. What’s more, the company’s

dedicated product Web page lacked a single BDPaaS

success story.h I would wager that CSC would have seen far

greater success in announcing its new service if it had

chosen a simpler, more coherent path.

Let’s now turn to the significant parallels between these

two companies’ messages. First, announcements like these

are well-coordinated events. They represent the antitheses

of an employee’s ill-advised, alcohol-induced, and stream-

of-consciousness tweets. (Chapter 1 begins by introducing

Justine Sacco, the current queen of the dumb random

tweet.) I assure you that Nadella didn’t pen his memo late

at night and hit the send button by his lonesome. Other

high-ranking Microsoft employees developed it with or

even for him. Ultimately, everyone involved signed off on its

language.

By the same token, more than a handful of CSC’s nearly

80,000 employees work in its public relations department.

If CSC outsourced the BDPaaS release, it’s highly unlikely

that its PR firm operated with carte blanche. For such a

critical corporate announcement, a team of people provides

input. There are usually arguments over versions, terms,

content, length, and even the specific words used. I have no

doubt that some of CSC’s most senior executives at the

company ultimately signed off on its unfortunate press

release. At best, the BDPaaS announcement is unclear; at

worst, it’s downright bewildering and counterproductive.



Second, consider the result of each message. Both fail

despite the meticulous planning, editing, and consensus-

building that happened behind the scenes. Because each

message employed nearly impenetrable language, it’s

unlikely that either was fully received. A simpler, more

straightforward approach would have been far more

effective in each case. Less would have been more. Put

differently, the problem isn’t what Microsoft and CSC

announced; it’s how each company announced it.

Third, and most germane to this book, these messages are

anything but isolated occurrences. Far from it. Lamentably,

similar communications have become commonplace in

many professional settings, and not only from some of the

biggest technology vendors. Increasingly, confusing

messages seem to be becoming the norm in the business

world. Referring to Nadella’s memo, Lee Hutchinson of

Arts Technica echoes this sentiment: “This, sadly, is not a

Microsoft-specific issue; it’s standard all across not just the

tech industry but essentially every large American

company.”4

The Good News about Bad Business

Communication

I see Hutchinson and raise him. Pervasive technobabble is

not confined to billion-dollar corporations and the people

who work for them. Troll around the Web for a few

minutes. You’ll find no shortage of much smaller companies

that describe their products and services in oblique

manners. And this isn’t just a sales or marketing problem.

Ask many knowledge workers what they do, and you may

very well need a site like AcronymFinder or

AcronymSearch to translate. Myriad e-mails, internal

corporate memos, press releases, and blog posts bastardize



business and technology terms, not to mention seemingly a

good deal of marketing copy on the Web. You might not

even have to surf the Web. Think about your last few

company meetings and the messages piling up in your

inbox. I’ll bet that you can find an example or two of poor

communication.

What are the effects of this incessant noise? In a nutshell,

they’re not positive. For now, suffice it to say that intended

audiences either completely tune out or don’t (fully) receive

the message, much less understand it.

As a general rule, the quality and clarity of business

communication have deteriorated considerably over the

past 10 years. Many people have lost the ability to

communicate clearly (read: without business jargon). And,

by relying far too much on one medium (e-mail), we muddy

our messages even further.

Yes, we live in very busy and noisy times. Ours is an era

marked by unprecedented technological change.

Fortunately, there is good news on two levels. First, in this

chaos lies enormous opportunity. The demand for simple

and clear communication far exceeds its supply. Many us

have forgotten that good things are more likely to happen

when others actually understand our messages. (For

example, imagine that you are a salesperson and your

competitors speak technobabble. You are the one who

speaks plain English.)

Second, we all can learn how to communicate better. Fret

not; it is well within our grasp. It just requires a

fundamental shift in what we say and how we say it.

Phil Simon

February 2015

Henderson, Nevada


