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The following oral history is the result of a recorded interview with Gavriella Schuster as
conducted by Becky Monk on September 12, 2024, at Microsoft Studios in Redmond,
Washington. This interview is part of the Microsoft Alumni Network's Microsoft Alumni
Voices initiative. The goal of this project is to record the institutional history of Microsoft
through the recollections of its former employees, so that the information may inform
and inspire future generations.

Readers are asked to bear in mind that they are reading a transcript of the spoken word
captured through video rather than written prose. The content reflects the recollections
of the interviewee. The following transcript was edited by the Microsoft Alumni Network,
which holds the copyright to this work.

Interview

Becky Monk: Gavriella, thanks again for being here. The first thing we want to do,
sometimes | think it's the hardest. Your name and the years you
were at Microsoft.

Gavriella Schuster:  I'm Gavriella Schuster and | started at Microsoft in November of
1995 and left in September of 2021.

Becky Monk: Great. So maybe in a 30-second soundbite, can you tell everybody
what you did at Microsoft? A little arc...

Gavriella Schuster:  So when | first started at Microsoft in 1995, | had been working at
Adobe and running customer service and operations there. And so |
came here to work in worldwide operations just at the time when
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Microsoft was opening regional operation centers and didn't really
know what to do with them. And so a big part of my job was
figuring out what would make sense to move to those. Over the
course of my career, almost 26 years, | had 14 different jobs and |
crossed over 6 different disciplines. So | went from worldwide
operations into worldwide marketing into enterprise services,
consulting services into licensing into the Windows client
organization, doing some mergers and acquisitions leading through
Windows 7 and then moved into Cloud and enterprise back when
Azure was just a $10 million a year product and | left when we had
about a half a billion. | was leading a portfolio of about 7 billion in
enterprise and Cloud business for the us And then | went to revive
Microsoft's partner ecosystem for the Cloud and was able to turn
over 90% of the ecosystem to be focused on Cloud services, build
out, help build out the Azure marketplace and co-selling motion
that Microsoft has with partners. So in a nutshell, those are some of
the things that I've done.

Becky Monk: The many things that you've done. Okay. Let's go back to the very
beginning. Where were you born and where did you grow up?

Gavriella Schuster: | was born in Natick, Massachusetts, which is just a small
community about 15 miles outside of Boston. And | went to school
at the University of Michigan. So | went from the east coast to the
Midwest and then | went back to the east coast in Connecticut to
work for Cigna Health Insurance there. | met my now husband and
he and | were having a long distance relationship and decided that
after one commute that took me five times longer than it should
have, that we should move someplace else. So he was living in New
Jersey, | was living in Connecticut. We decided, well, why not move
to Seattle? So we moved to Seattle and then | worked for a
company called Aldus, which is gone and was bought by and
consumed by Adobe. Stayed there for about four and a half years
and then came to work at Microsoft.
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Becky Monk: Wow, okay. I'm going to go back to that little town in
Massachusetts. What was growing up like for you? What was your
family like? What was it like to be Gavriella as a kid?

Gavriella Schuster:  Well, so | am the middle child. | have a younger brother and an
older sister and we're each about four years apart. And my parents,
| mean | guess it was middle class that it was hard because | think
we were always living just a little bit above our means and | didn't
really know what that meant until | was a teenager, and | realized
just how hard it was for my parents to give us the life they wanted
to give for us. But | mean they gave us everything. | played violin
since | was five years old. | did dance classes and | went horseback
riding and yeah, we never went on a plane ride. We always drove
everywhere. Even we drove from Boston to Florida, from Boston to
Colorado, we had to stop at every little historic site along the way.
So when | grew up and | could fly, | was like, | am not doing those
road trips anymore.

Becky Monk: | feel like that's every one of our vacations, too. Get in the car and
yeah, go see Mount Rushmore.

Gavriella Schuster:  And everybody's like, this is a historic house and this is a two-
headed chicken and whatever.

Becky Monk: Oh my gosh. I think we would've been in those cars on the roads
together. Alright, so how did you decide where you wanted to go to
school? Because Michigan's a big change and you pursued

psychology.
Gavriella Schuster:  Yeah.
Becky Monk: So what made you decide on that major and on Michigan?

Gavriella Schuster:  So there was a couple factors that made me decide to go from
Boston to Michigan. One was that | had a high school of about
2,000 people, so my graduating class was about 500, but | had
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grown up with all these people and | pretty much knew everyone at
the school and all the teachers and | thought | need to go to a
much bigger school than this. So that cut out a lot of schools that
were smaller. And then | also wanted something new and all of my
classmates were going to all of the schools around Boston. And so |
was like, | should go out of state and | wanted to be far enough
away from my mother that she couldn't just show up without letting
me know that she was going to show up. So that made it at least
seven hours. And then the last factor was that actually when | went
into school | wanted to be a Genetic Engineer, and so | was looking
for schools that have programs around genetics and University of
Michigan was one of the few that had that. So those were all of the
reasons why | chose that.

Becky Monk: Got it. Okay. But genetic engineering psychology, what was the shift
there?

Gavriella Schuster:  Yes, so | started in my science curriculum, science and math, and |
got to my junior year and my father had been working for the same
place for 27 years and he was laid off. | still remember the day that |
was doing some homework and he, and he said, | have bad news,
and he told me that he was laid off that | was going to have to
figure out how | was going to pay for the rest of school. And | kind
of knew at that point that | wasn't going to have any money for
grad school and had to start thinking about what | wanted to do.
The secondary element of what happened was that it was super
hard for him. | saw him kind of fall apart. His whole identity had
been tied to who he was at work and he just lost his sense of self
when he got laid off.

And so | was watching that and | was like, okay, so this tells me a
few things about how | want to have my own career. One is that |
don't want to be a specialist. | don't want to get 20 or 30 years into
my career and realize that I'm so specialized that it's super hard for
me to find another job. The second thing is that | need to make
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sure that | am investing as much in myself as | am investing in
equity in the organization | work for and I'm not going to make a
commitment and stay at the same place for a really long time
because | want to get different experiences and | want to feel like if
this ever happened to me, | could walk out and do anything as
opposed to feeling like | walk out and | have no idea what to do.

So all of that made me reevaluate the career choices that | had in
front of me. Genetics back in the early, well, the late ‘80s was not
what it is today. Actually, if I'd had a crystal ball, | might've stayed in
it, but | didn't. And so it was a lot of agricultural engineering. It was
how do you make the best tomato? How do you make watermelons
with no seeds? It was the very beginning of all of that. And so |
thought, well, that feels very specialized and maybe that's not
what's going to sustain me over the next 20 or 30 years. And so |
went to the career counseling office and | was like, so if | don't want
to do this anymore, what can | do? And so they looked through all
of my credits and they were like, well, psychology, | mean all of your
credits all still accrue to psychology.

And | was like, okay, but what do you do without a graduate degree
in psychology? And so | took a bunch of career, what am | good at?
Tests, like counseling tests. And out of that they came back and
they said, management, you'd be really good at management. No.
So | forgot to mention before, | have been working since | was 14,
so | had a lot of jobs before | ever went off to school, but | thought,
okay, that's interesting, but how do you become a manager at the
age of 21?7 And so | started applying for jobs that were called
management training, and at that time, jobs and management
training were all sorts of very different things. So it was from
working for the big four accounting companies as a consultant to
being a brand manager at Proctor and Gamble. And ultimately |
chose working for Cigna Health Insurance because they had, their
management training program was practical. They didn't stick you
in a room for two years to get your MBA with them, but they
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actually had you leading people from day one and they had a
program where they moved you around to different roles, leading
different people. And so | thought, well, that sounds like a good a
start as any.

So that's what | did.

Becky Monk: Okay. So you've been at Cigna and you're getting your
management training and you and your husband say, let's head
West. Why Seattle? And then did you ever think you would end up
at a software company?

Gavriella Schuster:  Yeah, so we had a set of criteria of the place that we wanted to live.
| knew from living in the Midwest that it was no place in the middle,
so it had to be on a coast. My husband, he was actually a software
developer, and so in his job he did a lot of work in the southeast
and he said, I'm not living in the southeast. So we cut out a lot of
the country right away and we picked about four or five cities that
actually met the criteria of what we were looking for. Ultimately, we
chose Seattle for a number of reasons. One, back in the late ‘80s,
the East Coast was in a recession, the West Coast was not. So we
were like, okay, the West Coast has no recession, so the economy is
still good, housing prices are low, there's no traffic, there's high air
quality, all these things. As you're listening to me, you're thinking,
that is not true of Seattle today. None of those things are true. We
probably would not move here again. But they were all true back
when we moved here and the job market was hot and it was really a
very family oriented, nature oriented place. And so we thought this
is a good place for us to lay roots.

Becky Monk: Great. Did you get a job first or did your husband?
Gavriella Schuster: | did. | did. Yeah.

Becky Monk: So Aldus, PageMaker my favorite tool when | was younger. Okay, so
how did you end up at Aldus?
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Gavriella Schuster:  So what happened was once we decided on Seattle, then | looked
at Cigna and said, does Cigna have an office in Seattle? And they
did. So | applied for a job and they transferred me. Not only did
they transfer me, but they were very generous and they transferred
my husband as well, even though we were living in two different
places. They moved his car, they moved him, they moved me, they
got us all set up in an apartment. | was just committed to stay there
for a year. So a year in Seattle and a year with that, it was a sales
office. And | was like, | don't think the sales is for me. So | started
looking around and my husband came out and he actually was
temping at Microsoft and okay, | hate to say this, but he had a
terrible, terrible experience.

He was working in the team that was doing localization of Word,
and he had a very bad manager. And so he said he came back from
his first four months of that and he said, we should never work at
Microsoft. And | was like, okay, well I'm like in insurance. I'm never
work at Microsoft. But when | started looking for a job, this job at
Aldus was about managing customer service, managing tech
support, and managing people. And that was a lot of what | had
done at Cigna. And so | moved really to work for Paul Brainerd. He
was an amazing, amazing person.

Becky Monk: Oh my gosh, what a fabulous experience. That would've been.
Alright. So you've been at Aldus for a while, you've been running
their customer service and their customer support. How did you
end up at Microsoft then, especially after you were told you're
never working at Microsoft?

Gavriella Schuster:  So it was about four and a half years that | was working there and
Paul decided that he was going to sell the company and he sold it
to Adobe. So back then, all this had about 2,000 people. Adobe had
about 2,000 people, somewhat comparable, but Adobe was based
in San Jose in Mountain View, and it was run by 2X Xerox people.
Paul Brainerd was the founder and he had created such loyalty, |
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mean similar to what you just said about PageMaker, people felt so
loyal to the company. And one of the great things about running
customer support was that he would come down to take phone
calls every quarter and talk to our customers. And all of our
customers knew him personally. And so the mantra we had in
customer support was, well, what would Paul do? And we would
just do whatever Paul would've done.

And then after the acquisition, | got my first cell phone, which was a
brick. Okay, this is not what we have today. It was this big, it was
that thick. And | said, what is this? And they said, well, this is a cell
phone if this means that we can get ahold of you 24/7. And | was
like, well, why would you need to do that? They was, they were like,
well, this is like, if any caller ever goes to our exec office, it will come
to you. And | was like, oh wow. This's a really different company.

And so | was like, all right, well, I'll give it a shot. So | stayed there
for about a year and | realized that it just wasn't, the organization
wasn't as customer centric as | would've liked, and also if | wanted
to move up in the organization, | would have to move to Mountain
View, which | didn't want to do. So then | was like, well, what do |
do? And | had a number of friends that worked at Microsoft and
they liked it, unlike my husband's experience. And at the time
though, | was an All Mac person and Microsoft was really kind of
like the “Evil Empire” over the water, and | really had a lot of
hesitance about it.

But what | had been doing at Adobe was to outsource their
customer support. So | had a lot of experience in working with
third-party organizations, helping them set up, helping them get
ready, working on a lot of the IT tech side, the operation side of
what needed to be done for all of our callers and tier one, tier two
to be outsourced, and then for us to take the tier three. And
Microsoft was at a stage, as | mentioned earlier, that they were just
creating the regional operation centers and didn't really know what
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to do. Microsoft had no customer support at that time. Everything
was outsourced to the OEMs and Microsoft never took a customer
phone call. And so the organization was like, we don't really know
how to do any of this. And so | helped set up the first 800 call
number.

| helped set up what was beta CD, which is now MSDN. | helped
create the first Microsoft solution provider program and training
center programs. All of those we created as kind of done through
the regional operation centers. When | first joined Microsoft in
1995, the way that those programs were run was just all out of
every subsidiary. So Microsoft had about 35 subsidiaries, 35
countries that we did business in. Now we're over 200, right?
Microsoft had $3 billion in revenue, 8,000 employees. So it was
huge for me coming from Adobe. But when | look back super small,
and so basically the way | had to set up these programs at the
regional operation centers is | had to go interview 35 marketing
managers around the world or sales managers around the world,
find out what they were doing because everybody did different
things for what was called a beta CD or a solution provider, and
then create the backbone of a program of what would a fulfillment
center do, how would we manage centralized transactions,
centralize the money, and then redistribute it back into the
countries for them to manage. So it was a tightrope of what is
centralized and what is decentralized, and little did | know that that
would actually become the backbone of my entire career of
Microsoft.

Becky Monk: | guess | just have to take a step back and think, okay, what
happened? What was happening at Microsoft that made it say,
okay, we've never had customer service, now we have to have
customer service. What was happening at the time within the
company?
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Gavriella Schuster:  So Microsoft was launching Windows 95 and Office and was
moving from say completely OEM distribution platform company to
having some product. And the leadership knew that if they were
going to have a product, they actually did need to provide support
directly and everything couldn't just be done through the OEMs.
And at the same time, they had 35 countries and they were
continuing to expand, and they knew it was a little out of control. It
was little wild west. Literally a marketing manager in say Germany
would decide who they were going to partner with, how they were
going to partner with them. They would set a price for what it
meant to partner with Microsoft. That became their marketing
budget. They would decide what they were going to do for them.
And you had some of these larger partners like Dell, like HP, who
were not happy with having to work with 35 different marketing
managers who all had different requirements and wanted different
things from them. They wanted to have a relationship with
Microsoft.

Becky Monk: So really it was the time for the company to grow up and
centralize...

Gavriella Schuster: Have some process.

Becky Monk: And so you were the gal who was going to set that up for them.
What was the biggest challenge of doing that?

Gavriella Schuster:  Well, nobody in the countries wanted that, right? They all wanted to
do their own thing. They didn't want to let go. And so | had to help
them understand how much better it was going to be if they
weren't handling all this administration, that we could set some
expectations that we could create some consistency. And so that
was one of the hardest things was just helping the country
managers and the marketing teams let go a little bit. The second
thing was creating some centralized system. Microsoft is terrible at
operation, and | mean everything was in Excel. It was our product,
right? Everything was in Excel. And | was used to this kind of crazy
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because when | worked at Aldus, even the smallest things we had to
do in PageMaker, we did nothing in Word. Everything was in page,
which is not, it's a lot of overhead for just writing an email or
something. And so | was like, | had to help people understand Excel
wasn't going to cut it for the kind of information that we needed to
store, that we needed to manage, and we needed to actually build
some databases. It was when SQL was still not a very good product,
but | was like, we're going to use our own stuff. We're going to use
SQL. We got to figure that out. So that was a huge challenge.

Becky Monk: How did you get people on board?

Gavriella Schuster: By really painting the vision of what it could be, what we could be
accomplishing, how much better it would be for them, how we
could make their lives easier. There was also a lot of turf-dom in
Microsoft at that time between countries. There was a lot of
competition between operations and | guess marketing. There was
a lot of friction and competition and then engineering. So it was a
lot of just bringing people together. Microsoft has always been
grassroots up, not top-down. So there was no going to someone
and saying, can you just sponsor me and we'll just go make this
happen? That was not happening. There was nobody to do that.
And so it was a lot of just going around to everybody, meeting with
everybody, getting them to meet with each other, and then
together building this vision of what do we want to accomplish?
How is this going to help you achieve your goals? What's in it for
you and how are we going to make it better?

Becky Monk: What are you most proud of during this phase of your career?

Gavriella Schuster:  Well, so what I'm most proud of is that a lot of the programs and
the systems that we set up stood the test of time. | mean, 20 years
later, they were still doing things the way that | had set them up. So
that gave me a lot of work to do. Later in my career, | actually had
come back in. When | came back into revive the partner
organization, | realized that a lot of the things that | had done to
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create the partner program were still the way things were done.
And | was like, okay, on the one hand, I'm really proud that it's
lasted this long. On the other hand, man, it's time to do things
different. | was working within a lot of constraints that we don't
have now. We should change this, but | think | was most proud of
the fact that | had a lot of buy-in.

People really enjoyed what we had created and it helped our
Microsoft ecosystem bloom. It created. One of the things that | had
done was when we were launching SQL 7, that was our first version
of SQL that we felt could be department or enterprise ready the first
time we could ever compete with Oracle. And so we needed to have
database administrators. So at that time, | had moved from
operations to marketing to run the whole of the partner programs
and the training programs. And so creating a training program to
recruit Oracle DBAs to be SQL DBAs was kind of part of my
agreement. And so | created a program where | thought we could
train 20,000 SQL DBAs. We had to do a compete recruit motion, and
we had to have specialized skilling. And so as part of that, | created
a program with our solution providers, with our training centers
where we would give them a voucher. We had a centralized
registration system that we built, and then we would push all of
their students to them. We would pay them a lot less. We were
taking the overhead of acquisition out of it, and they would do this
training of training that we had created.

And so 20 years, 25 years later, there's still these training vouchers.
We're still running programs like that makes me very proud.

Becky Monk: As it should. What's next? What was next in your career jump when
you moved to the next thing? Did someone come to you and say,
“Hey, Gavriella, we'd like you to do this,” or did you say, I'm done. |
want out of customers. I'm ready for something new? Because you
had said you weren't going to stay at the same company for a very
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long time, and we know that won't be the case, so we know there's
some changes.

Gavriella Schuster:  So when | first started working at Microsoft, | thought | would stay
five years because | stayed five years at Cigna. | ended up staying
five years at the combined Aldus and Adobe, and | thought, oh,
well, I'll do my five years at Microsoft. In the first- | mean, there was
so much growth and so much reorganization and organization
happening at Microsoft in my first five years, | think | moved offices
probably 20 times and | probably had that many managers and |
had about six different jobs. And so that kept me very busy, and |
never felt like | was becoming too specialized. Clearly not. | was
always learning something new. There was always something new
to do. Nobody ever tapped me on the shoulder and said, hey, do
you want to come do this? It was a lot of me just saying, well, |
came here to do this.

| came here to set the regional operations centers. They're set up. |
was going to set up this program. | set it up. And what happened in
operations was that after | had gotten these programs set up, then
marketing said, why are marketing programs being run out of
operations? And | was like, because you have nobody in marketing
who's running them at a global level. And they were like, ah. And so
| said, | can do that. | can come do it for you as opposed to doing it
from operations. So that's how | moved into marketing from
operations. And then these other things like migrating away from
doing partner stuff to customer stuff happened as | was moving to
IT pro with the SQL DBA, and then | did a Windows 2000 active
directory specialist program. We trained a hundred thousand
people through that one.

And then | went on maternity leave and there was a huge reorg.
And when | came back, | said, well, | don't really want to do this. So |
moved into Enterprise Services actually to build a Microsoft
operations framework because we had the Microsoft Solutions
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Framework, but we needed an operations framework now that we
had kind of database data center, more products, we needed to
have a framework for that and a readiness product. So | came over
to do that, and then that was, we kind of done that. We created
what is now or what became a solution, accelerators. So we worked
with consultants to package up what they were doing and turn that
into code that we could give back to the partners so that they could
go out and do the same thing. And so then | was like, okay, well,
I've done that.

What would be next? And so it was at the time, that was in 2000 or
late 1999, maybe 2000, and we were just going to make another
shift. And the shift in Microsoft was from consumer packaged
goods to Enterprise Services, Enterprise Solutions, and we needed
Enterprise Licensing. And so the worldwide licensing team had
come up with what was going to be this new Enterprise Licensing.
And so in the newly formed US subsidiary, they needed somebody
who was going to lead that. And one of the people who had been
my manager two jobs ago was now running things over in the US
subsidiary. And so | reached out to him and | was like, I think | could
go do that. | mean, I'm good at taking new things and figuring out
what it would mean for us to actually support them and sell them
and whatever.

And he was like, yeah, sure. So | moved over just at the time that we
were going to launch license LNSA license and software assurance,
which was a super, super hard time in Microsoft's history. | didn't
know it at the time how hard it was going to be, but essentially we
were trying to move customers from just buying upgrades when
they wanted to, moving into annuity contracts, to enterprise
agreements, to select license. And they had to basically pre-buy any
upgrades that were going to happen for the next three years and
just trust us that we were going to be innovative. And our
customers threw up all over the idea. They didn't like it.
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There was a lot of challenges in the way that the worldwide team
had thought we should do it. So they kept it super quiet because
they knew it was going to be a big disruptive change. But the
problem with keeping it super quiet, that was that we sprung it on
the field and we sprung it on our customers, and there was no enter
slowly into this change. And | was just US. So this was my first job
that was just US. Every other job had been global, but I didn't really
have counterparts in the rest of the world. And so even though |
was supposed to be just US, | basically had to package up
everything | was doing and find people in the other countries to go
do this also. And we ended up launching that puppy three times. So
originally we were going to give customers six months for this
change.

We ended up giving them a full 24 months for the transition, which
was appropriate. We should have done that from the beginning. But
it was a lot of work of revving this and doing it over and over again.
It was also at the beginning of SharePoint. And so | became a
Master SharePoint user, and | figured out | created my own
SharePoint site and | had all of my content on the SharePoint site,
and everyone in the field used my content from the SharePoint site,
and everybody globally took it and localized it for their own selves.
So that was phenomenal, but big, big change. Right.

Becky Monk: Okay. Let's talk a little bit more about Enterprise, because Microsoft
had been making inroads, but talk about why this was pivotal for
the company at this stage. | mean, it was a struggle, but it really did
change the way companies get their software.

Gavriella Schuster:  Yes. So it was really important for Microsoft at this stage. A lot of
our products had finally reached a point that they were enterprise
ready. So prior to that, our products really weren't. They were
departmentally used, but they weren't used enterprise wide. And
this was the beginning of using them enterprise wide. In addition,
customers really did struggle with getting boxes and CDs and discs,
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and they had closets full of these, and we didn't make it easy to do
a golden master that they could replicate out to their teams. All the
stuff that you would take for granted now where they could just
manage that all centrally, we would go and disrupt department by
department and they would start using Microsoft, and then it would
just flow into all the other apartments. There wasn't good oversight,
compliance controls, governance over that.

A lot of customers were looking for a better way to do that. What
they didn't like about our transition was the cost of doing that,
because we moved into a cycle where we were like, well, no, now
you should license enterprise wide, right? Because once you stop
selling to one customer at a time, one user at a time, then Microsoft
lost a view of how many users were actually using a single version
of the product. And so the way we compensated for that was to say,
well, let's just assume it's everybody. We'll just assume it's everyone
in your organization is using it, and then you just pay us for that.
And customers were like, what? That's a lot more than what we
were paying you for today. Well, there was a lot of piracy back then
too. And so yeah, those are some of the challenges that we faced,
but it was a necessary change because there were starting to be
much more centralized it, and the ClOs wanted to have that control,
but they had similar challenges in their companies where other
leaders were used to just doing whatever they wanted and they
wanted to create some governance and compliance.

And so within our customers, there was a big transition around
what software is. | mean, very much so similar to what happened
when we went through the Cloud transition, similar now to what's
happening with the Al transition. It starts with individual pockets,
users doing things, and then somebody saying, but what about the
compliance? What about the governance? How are we going to
control and manage this? How are we going to make sure data
doesn't leak out? All of those things. And so a lot of that was what
we were trying to solve for as we moved into the enterprise.
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Becky Monk: When you think about enterprise and the way software was now
being delivered, was that really the point? And tell me if I'm wrong
here, but was that really the point where the computer on every
desk was really happening or had that happened already before
that the big mission of computer on every desk?

Gavriella Schuster:  Yeah, mean? Well, so Bill was amazing. He had the vision from very,
very early on that his mission was to put a computer on every desk.
| think initially desk was kind of just consumer oriented. People at
desks and people buying democratizing technology meant
democratizing it for the users. And so when you said customer, you
meant an individual user. As we started to grow up, we started to
transform in our thinking from individual people to organizations.
We wanted every organization to be able to give their people a
computer and to be able to take the backbone of their
organizations off of the mainframes and really back into the
empowering individual people. So yeah, | mean when we made the
move to Enterprise, it was an explosion of what that really meant.
But we had already had always meant to do that.

Becky Monk: Always, always working toward it. | like how you said it just kind of
exploded. Alright, so you had started to talk a little bit about Cloud.
That was a whole new world. So first of all, | remember being a
baby journalist and people were talking about the Cloud this and
the Cloud that. But a lot of people didn't understand what was “The
Cloud.” So how did you get people to understand what this was.
And so tell me about when that became the thing Microsoft was
focusing on.

Gavriella Schuster:  So when | was doing, after I'd done Windows Client, | came back
into the US subsidiary to do Enterprise and Cloud. And so I'm going
to just take a quick break. So | went from doing the enterprise
licensing into the Windows Client team. | worked there for about
four years or so, and then | came back into the US subsidiary to run
our Enterprise and Cloud business. At the time, it was more
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Enterprise than Cloud. It was really about, | was responsible for SQL
Server, System Center, Window Server, and this new product that
we were bringing to market called Azure.

And so we were heavily focused on the virtualization market. We
were losing badly to VMware on server virtualization. And | had
done a lot of work in the Windows client team on desktop
virtualization. And so | came over to help us win the battle against
VMware on server virtualization. And basically that was the
necessary step, | think for people to understand what the Cloud
could be because what you did is you would have a server that was
actually had multiple server endpoints in it, and so you could
virtualize your different workloads in a single box. And so that was
what server virtualization was, and that's necessary if you think
about what is the Cloud, the Cloud just does the same thing. It just
doesn't in a data center that isn't yours. And so we were still helping
customers understand what virtualization was and to trust that
technology and to start consolidating on Microsoft's Windows
server virtualization as opposed to VMware's in their own data
centers.

And then our first version of Azure was not focused on
infrastructure as a service. Our first version was focused on platform
as a service. So the difference being that we were really focused on
people building new products in a different way using Cloud
technology. We weren't focused on helping enterprise customers
move existing workloads into our data centers. But when | started in
this team, the team had spent a year trying to sell platform as a
service and it was not going anywhere. Nobody understood what it
was. They didn't really understand who their target audience was,
right? Their target audience should have been small software
technology startups, but that wasn't what they thought as they
were doing. So they didn't know who they were selling to, they
didn't have a partner ecosystem. And AWS was already kicking our
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butts. And we were like, look, if we don't want to get as far behind
on AWS as we got from VMware, we have to hurry.

We have to think differently about this. And at the time, AWS was
actually one of our best partners because they were a hoster and |
was responsible for our hoster ecosystem as part of my job. And so
basically the way they started is they were a hoster and a hoster
already helps customers basically outsources their data center into
a centralized data center and then manages their servers for them.
What they had figured out how to do with infrastructure as a
service was how to not just co-locate, but actually merge the
workloads themselves and be more efficient in the management of
those boxes and separate out tenants, but still manage them
centrally. | said to our technology team, | was like, we need
infrastructure as a service. If we want to compete, we're not going
to get customers to move to platform as a service until they trust us
for infrastructure as a service.

They're not going to build a new application on our technology if
they haven't actually used our technology for their existing
software. So we switched gears and we started to retool for
infrastructure as a service, which meant that a lot of our cost-of-
service went way high. Our COGS went way high. We had a lot of
pricing challenges and we didn't really know how to explain that to
customers, and we weren't enterprise ready on that in our first
versions. And so we were looking at smaller customers, which
meant we had to go through partners. And so basically we had to
recruit an ecosystem of partners to help them. And we focused on
just a few workloads and we said, it's about storage. It's just about
storage. And then we were like, and it's about backup, so it's
storage and backup so you can understand storage and backup.

Everybody understood that. So that's what we started to do,
storage and backup. And so our first year and a half or two years
was all about storage and backup. And then we just realized that
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that was AWS was competing hard with us on that, and they kept
lowering the price and then our COGS was high. And so we were
like, well, that's probably not a great business for us to be in long-
term. We need to go up in value. And so we started adding
workloads and we added partners in who could do those workloads
and explain to customers how they should consolidate and why it
was better to have shared service rather than private service in the
Cloud. So that was a lot of what we were doing in those very early
years.

Becky Monk: It was really a lot of educating the public and trying to get
everybody else to catch up to where you were with platform as a
service. How do you build out that ecosystem because that's
Microsoft, and that's a lot of what you did, but how do ecosystem is
something that | think is, | don't know that it's unique to Microsoft,
but it's huge for Microsoft. So how do you build it? Why is it vital?

Gavriella Schuster:  Yeah. So what an ecosystem is, is it's taking your technology and
infusing it into all of the other organizations in the market that help
customers adopt technology. So ecosystems are your OEMs,
ecosystems are your ISVs, your technology innovators who are
developing their own products and getting them to do it on your
platform. So we had done a lot of that with SQL. The only way to
ever sell SQL was as part of somebody else's product, and they sell
it for you. And so the value of ecosystems is that you get someone
else to sell it for you, you get someone else to support a lot of it for
you. And so your cost of goods starts to come down when you can
have a good ecosystem around you. And so for Azure, it was the
only way because there was a lot of, Microsoft had a long tail of
hosters, like 28,000 hosters, and they all just hosted a customer's
data center. And so they understood what we were talking about
when we talked about storage and backup and hosting workloads.
But the challenge was that then if they were going to do it with our
Cloud, that meant that they were losing their own data center. And
so that wasn't good for the business for them. And so then what we
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had to do was we had to find other technologists who didn't yet
have an investment in their own data center, but wanted or knew
how to do the kind of services that a hoster did. And so that's how
we started to build out the ecosystem around Azure.

Becky Monk: Okay, so, you were getting the partners, you were getting the
ecosystem to understand what the Cloud was. You were educating
everyone. How quickly did Azure catch on and how hard was the
struggle to really get market traction?

Gavriella Schuster:  Getting market traction for Microsoft around the Cloud was really
hard. We had Office and so customers equated Microsoft Cloud
with Microsoft Office, but even that was in the early days and we'd
had made a lot of missteps in supporting that for our customers. So
we had a lot of things we had to work through in trust with our
customers on that. And so it was not easy. And AWS was clearly, |
mean as a hoster, they had thousands of customers and they had
great customer support, and they understood what it meant to be
supporting mission critical applications for customers. Microsoft
didn't really understand what all of that meant, and we had to build
a lot of that. And | remember the mid-year review where sacho was
heading our enterprise and Cloud business, and | had to come in
and say that the baby was ugly.

And | had done a lot of homework prior to this discussion where |
had created a whole Harvey ball chart of all of the services that AWS
provided and where we were at in not being able to provide most
of those services. And | was so, so nervous about coming in and
saying, we have a long way to go. | mean, | know we have big
aspirations, but we have a long way to go. And he was so great
because he was like, well, okay, | take that we need to do work and
we will use your chart to figure out what we need to build, but what
can you do in the meantime? Because | was sales, right? So what
are you going to do? And | was like, well, | mean we need to get
scrappy. | mean, we need to go sell Azure.
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We used to sell SQL before it was enterprise ready. | mean, that's
essentially what we have to go do. We have to go in department by
department, not try to go in central IT because we're not ready for
centralized IT. We have to go in and we have to infuse workload by
workload, department by department. And so we had to retrain all
of our sellers who had just become accustomed to only talking to
the ClO to go back and talk to the business. And we picked out key
workloads and we said, these are the workloads that you should go.
These are the key partnerships, the key ISVs that we're going to go
into those departments with, and we're going to sell them on
Azure. And maybe you don't even talk about it as Azure. You just
talk about how easy it is for them to set these things up and get
them going and we'll work our way back to central it. So that was
essentially how we had to build that out.

Becky Monk: So during the time you were there, how much did it grow? What
was the growth?

Gavriella Schuster:  From 10 million a year to 500 million a year. And that was over
three years.

Becky Monk: Wow. So after that, basically you were going in department by
department, but then you were moving over to do Enterprise again,
yes?

Gavriella Schuster:  Yeah, | mean, | was responsible for our Enterprise Business, so it was
department by department in the Enterprise. And so it was just a
whole different sales motion and we needed different sellers and
we needed different partners, and we had the architecture for how
we were going to bring that back to Central IT. We were just waiting
for some of the capabilities. So as soon as capabilities started to
come, then we were able to pull it back into centralized IT, and then
we had to reposition it as we were an "and" because the AWS was
already there. And so we said, well, here's why you'd want two.
Here's why you'd want two different Cloud providers. Here's what
we can provide. Here's the workloads we can do better. And then
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we went into a whole thing about we do Windows server, SQL
server workloads better than AWS because those are our workloads.
And then we had to back that up with actual capabilities of us
doing that better, which was a lot of work.

Becky Monk: What was the biggest challenge in that space for you?

Gavriella Schuster:  Well, it was two tiers of challenge. One was, how far ahead of the
product do you sell, right? How much capability do you sell a
customer on before you actually have the product to back it up?
And helping the sales teams know just how far they should go
before, they shouldn't promise more than what we were going to
be able to deliver say in the next 24 months, right? Because a
customer's contract was going to be anywhere from 24 to 36
months, so let's make sure we're not out promising when they're
signed up for. And then there was a whole business model shift
because we were moving from per user to a consumption model.
And that was a huge shift both for the way we were compensating
our sellers as well as the way customers were paying us and the way
partners worked with us.

And so that was a super, super hard, and | drew a lot on my
experience in helping Microsoft move from the consumer packaged
goods to the Enterprise Licensing where we were moving from
selling a lot of upgrades at once to selling annually in these
contracts. Similar kind of change, but much more drastic when you
move to consumption because moving from, | would sell you on
your whole enterprise using Windows server to now | am going to
have to sell one department using this product for a little bit. So my
commission on that is tiny, tiny and relative to my whole quota, why
do | care? So that was probably one of the biggest challenges that
we had.

Becky Monk: What was next for you? What was the next step?
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Gavriella Schuster:  So this was the one job where | did get tapped on the shoulder. So
a manager that I'd had a couple jobs ago saw what | was doing in
the Cloud and Enterprise business and he said, I'm over here trying
to run our Partner Business. And it is almost irrelevant at this point
because we have maybe 3% of our partners doing business in the
Cloud, and 97% of them are doing business on premise. And yet we
are at that time, say, we were trying to get to say 10%, 15% of our
business was Cloud, and our aspiration was obviously to get it to a
100%. And he said, | need help. | see that you're able to, you have
created an ecosystem in the US for Azure, as small as it might be so
far, can you come help us figure out how we do that globally? And
so | was like, yeah, sure. So, | moved over to do that.

Becky Monk: And was it now you're doing that globally, you're not just working
with the US but you've done global worldwide for so many other
things. What were the challenges then? But to scale this to a global
scale with the Partner Group?

Gavriella Schuster:  So one of the challenges was that a lot of countries were not yet at
the same level of Cloud maturity as the US was, right? So the US
was leading in Cloud maturity. And so basically we had to take the
playbook of three years ago and start implementing that again
globally to then bring those countries on board and those partners
on board to understand the value of the Cloud and moving to the
Cloud. And so we had different countries at different places. So
generally say the UK was maybe only six months behind the US but
Germany was maybe 12 to 18 months behind the US and then you
get into Latin America and they were like 24 months behind the US.
And so we had to work the different rhythm at different places and
yet create some standardization of the programs and the value
proposition from corporate at a global level, but still accommodate
for the fact that we were all at different places. So it was very similar
to when | very first started at Microsoft.

Becky Monk: Full circle. Same thing, different day, different product.
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Gavriella Schuster:  Exactly.

Becky Monk: Alright, so when you started, how many people were in this group
because you had to build out a big program to do this globally?

Gavriella Schuster:  So when | started in the partner team? It was not as much about the
people because actually there was a big team, but they were just
doing things that were very outdated. And so it was a question of
managing team turnover and shifting the focus of what people did
and helping them let go of the past. And this was that moment that
| had mentioned earlier where they were running a program that |
had helped develop 20 years before, and | was like, that is not the
program we need anymore. And our partners felt it. Our customers
felt it, like it didn't meet anybody's needs. So it was a big, but | also
had learned my lesson through the licensing changes that you have
to go slow. People don't transitions like this. And so we needed to
give everybody time, but we needed to set the marker of where we
were going.

And then we needed to have transitions in all of our products to
help our partners move from where they were, what they were
selling, how they were selling it, how they were compensated to
where we wanted them to be. And so that transition did take a
good three years for us to get to an actual Cloud solution provider
program that we could support operationally that our partners
could function in and get us to about a hundred thousand partners
doing business in that. And it required us to really change the
backbone of Microsoft partner, and that was when we created
partner center. So essentially we ditched all the IT and the systems
we had and we just started new and had to rebuild a whole partner
operation IT backbone.

Becky Monk: Your in a company that innovates and innovates and innovates and
innovates. What was the biggest innovation that you felt, you feel
like you were central to?
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Gavriella Schuster:  Okay, so now we're going to go to a part of my career that we
haven't talked about yet, and that was when | was leading our
Windows Client business. So | joined our Windows Client team
when we were a few months from shipping Windows Vista. So for
people who may not remember Windows Vista, it was a problem.
So it was a product that we had committed to the market and
couldn't get out to the market for two or three years. We were
behind in getting it out, and we kept shifting what it means and
what it was. And we did that so often that our OEM partners didn't
believe what we were bringing to the market. And Windows Vista
required so much more hardware than any of our OEMs were
prepared for that, when we released it, nobody was ready. The
hardware wasn't ready, the products, it was not compatible with all
of the other applications that had been written in previous versions
of Windows. And so we kind of broke a lot when we released
Windows Vista. So it was a dark time for Microsoft. Of course that
was when | joined the team. Of course what | do, | join when it's like
dark things don't work. | do like startups and turnarounds at
Microsoft. That's what I've done.

And so we needed some bright shiny things to think about. So
remember | was coming off of doing license and software
assurance, and one of the challenges that | had put to the Windows
team was, what the heck are our customers buying when they buy
software assurance? They're clearly not buying new product
because one, you haven't come out with any. And two, they get
new versions of Windows every time they buy a machine. So if
they're getting it when they buy a machine, why would they buy
Software Assurance to get another version that you're not even
shipping that they're going to get when they buy a new machine?
And if Windows Vista always requires you to buy a new machine,
why would you ever buy software assurance? And so the manager
over there, Brad Goldberg looked at me and he said, well, why don't
you come over and figure it out?
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| was like, well, fine, I'll come over and help you figure it out. So
what we ended up doing was taking a couple acquisitions that we
were making for other reasons in other parts of our business, more
on the server side. And | looked at those and | said, you know what?
We need to create a suite of products that are going to be so
compelling for our customers that they will buy this and will drag
Windows Software Assurance along with it. They will want this so
badly, they will get it. And also buy Windows Software Assurance.
And | got a ton of pushback from everywhere. | mean, you also
have to remember this, we were in the heart of the Department of
Justice, not bundling and all this other stuff going on, but | was like,
it's the only way we're going to be able to sell Windows Software
Assurance to enterprise customers.

And so we have to figure out what is going to be a brain dead
simple value proposition we can bring to them that would help
them move. So we made this acquisition of a company called
Softricity that did desktop virtualization essentially. So it was
actually application virtualization. So you could take an application,
you could wrapper it with all of the registry and components that
needed from Windows XP in the application itself and run it on a
Windows Vista operating system. And | was like, that's the product,
because every customer's going to tell us | don't need Vista
because I'm running XP fine. And all my applications run fine and |
don't want to go to Vista because | will break everything. And we
said, well, you can just wrap your application and bring it into Vista
and it'll still run everything. And it was very different than the way
VMware was doing it because they were doing it as desktop
virtualization.

So you bring your whole X- which is very overhead intensive, you
bring your whole XP desktop and you bring that into a new
machine or into a dummy machine or into a server and you run that
we were saying just wrapper the applications and bring them over.
So | created, my team, created the Microsoft Desktop optimization
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pack for software assurance. So you had to have Windows Software
Assurance to get this. And | mean, | hit roadblock after roadblock. |
mean, even Steve Ballmer didn't want to do it, but roadblock after
roadblock of brokering relationship with between the Windows
server and the Windows client team, where Windows server would
get 80% of the MDOP revenue, plus a percent of the Windows SA
desktop revenue. And the Windows client team would take most of
the Windows SA revenue, but very little of the MDOP revenue. And
so | had to broker that relationship.

We had to create a whole new product, had to rename it, had to
navigate the different engineering teams who all thought that the
new acquisition should be part of their product, not something
separate. And then the company that we bought, Softricity sold
each license of application virtualization for $270. And | said, we're
going to bring five different acquisitions that we're doing all
together into one suite, and we're going to sell it for $7 a year. And
| mean, people were like, oh no. But | was like, but they have to buy
Windows Software Assurance, so we're going to go in with a very
easy thing that says, you want to do all this? All you have to do is
pay us $7 a year per user, per desktop. And they'll go, yeah, we'll
say, and you have to have Windows Software Assurance to get it.

Okay. And so | had to change seller comp. | mean, it required a lot
of changes, but I'm most proud of that because it changed
everything. | mean, we went from trying to sell Windows Vista into
the enterprise to selling what | created as the optimized desktop. So
| said, you need an optimized desktop that is a desktop managed
by IT that has governance and policy and controls and
virtualization, and you can run everything you want to run no
matter what version of Windows the application was built in. And
you can run it on the latest desktop and you can do all of that from
centralized IT, centralized management, one gold disc. And that
became the optimized desktop. We sold the optimized desktop for

28
© 2025 by Microsoft Alumni Network



MICROSOFT ALUMNI

VO'CES b IQI/IeJiacA:/gchksoftAlumni

Stories that Shaped the Future

six years. | mean it even through Windows 7. It kept us through
Windows 8.

Becky Monk: Do you remember how many copies or copies, this seem the right
word?

Gavriella Schuster:  Well, so we were, at that time, we were the fastest product to a
million seats that Microsoft had ever seen. SharePoint beat us as
SharePoint came out. It was about the same time, but we got to a
million seats faster than any other product.

Becky Monk: Fantastic. Alright. Is there any other part of your career arc that we
want to hit on before | move on to some culture things and move
on to some legacy things?

Gavriella Schuster:  No, those are probably the highlights

Becky Monk: Anyway. We could sit here forever because there's so much a lot of
years to cover. What was Microsoft like for you as a place to work,
and what was the quintessential Microsoft for you?

Gavriella Schuster:  Microsoft changed a lot in the 26 years that | worked here for the
better. When | first started, it was very confrontational, I'll say. And
everything was about being the loudest voice and having to prove
yourself every day. And there was just, as | mentioned, a lot of turfs
and you had to be very, very politically savvy to understand what
were the root cause and the root issues and all of the personalities,
and how did you start to bring people together and get past a lot
of that. And so a lot of the work was about the internal politics as
opposed to the thing you were trying to do.

So that was kind of the early stages. Things are fairly chaotic, I'll say.
And then we went through a period with the Department of Justice
where it kind of cemented the walls. So there were these turfs, but
you could get people to work together. Then you suddenly had
rules around how you could work together, and there are very high
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walls, then you had to go through legal and everything to get
anything done. And so it wasn't about the personalities, and it was
about understanding the legalities and navigating the legalities of
what you could do and what you couldn't do to still bring people
together and get done the things you needed to get done.

But | think the thing that stood out for me through all of those
years was that, I've always said this, working at Microsoft is working
at the best VC in the world because well, every group you work in
works completely differently. And if you have an idea, a good idea,
you can sell people on the idea and you will always get funded to
do what you need to do. It may not feel like easy, but you can
always get it done. And so then as we started to, | guess the next
biggest shift really was when Satya took over because we went
from, Steve wanted to do it all. He wanted be good at everything,
and you weren't quite what was most important. And the thing
Satya was really good at was distilling it down to a few core
priorities and everything else had to support that or it didn't
happen. And so it created focus and it created a sense of calm, and
Satya understood what his job was in terms of taking the walls
down. That had been built up primarily because of the Department
of Justice. But taking those walls back down and getting everybody
to start working together and shifting the culture to be that.

When | look back, | learned from every stage that we were in
through all of those things. How to build allies, how to drive
change, how to manage through change, and leverage the talent
and the arms and legs of everybody that you work with. And to
know that you don't actually own anything. Everything is a
collective what you can be accountable and responsible without
having that ownership and figuring out how you help everyone feel
like they own it and know what they are accountable for. So yeah, |
mean, | probably could talk forever about all of that stuff that |
learned.
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Becky Monk: Well, you mentioned the word allies, and | know that that is a big
focus of what you're doing today, but that was a big focus of what
you were doing at the company too. Talk about why you felt so
strongly about allyship and why that was just so important.

Gavriella Schuster:  Yeah. One of the biggest lessons in working at Microsoft is that you
can't do it alone. There's nothing you can do alone, and you need
to get people engaged and bought into whatever you're doing.
One of the challenges though, is as a woman at Microsoft,
especially in those that first decade, | was like the only woman in
the teams that | was in and the leadership teams for a long time.
And so | was frequently talked over, underestimated, dismissed, and
the only way that I could | make inroads to have my voice heard
was to find someone in those teams to be my ally, find someone
who was part of the in-crowd, who | could feed the vision and the
ideas that | had, and we could create a partnership and they could
trust me and bring, help give me the floor to talk about the things
that | was doing or the things | thought needed to get done.

And so it was really a core part of my success was the allies that |
found and worked with throughout my career. And | think that as |
progressed at Microsoft, | realized the value | brought as an ally for
others and how | could elevate others and give them more visibility
and give them more responsibility and help them feel included and
help them understand how valuable their voice is and how many
people when they first start in a company or when they first start in
a team, if they are not already part of the in-group, they are so
intimidated and they don't know why they're there, or they forget
all the things that brought them there and they think they're not
qualified. Or why should anybody listen to me? And as an ally, you
can build their confidence and help them understand that they're
there for a reason and that you need to hear from them and that
you want to hear from them. And their voice and their value is
appreciated and important and critical, and that they can flourish
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and people change when they have an ally. And that's why | think
it's so important.

Becky Monk: Who were some of your champions, your allies that you still think
well of?

Gavriella Schuster:  Oh, so many. Bill Veghte, Brad Anderson, Scott Guthrie, Phil Sorgen.
Satya, Bob Kelly. I mean, there's a long list of people who over the
years were great allies. Peter Cray. Great allies for me.

Becky Monk: What are you, | know we've talked a lot about what you're proud of
during various stages of your career, but what are you overall most
proud of your time at Microsoft?

Gavriella Schuster:  Overall? | think the thing I'm most proud of is that | was able to
democratize technology that | was a part of building this
phenomenal ecosystem around Microsoft that has changed the way
people do business, that a lot of the ways that | went about making
that change created a path and a playbook for others of making
change, even as we move into things like Al, when I'm not part of
the company anymore, but | still see some of the breadcrumbs of
what | created, creating that momentum for the company. And | am
just very proud of the legacy. And I'm also just very proud of all of
the people that | have worked with over the years who come back
to me almost every day on LinkedIn or in emails and just tell me
things that | had done that have influenced their lives, influenced
their careers, and helped them. And I'm very proud of that.

Becky Monk: What do you think Microsoft's legacy should be?

Gavriella Schuster: | think Microsoft's legacy should be and already is, the fact that it's
democratized technology, that it takes concepts that are very
difficult to understand and makes them very real for people and
changes their lives in ways that makes it better, makes it easier for
them to get work done. | mean, there's always maybe some
negative byproduct of that, maybe working too much, but it takes a
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lot of the things that are just annoying or repetitive or just boring.
And the technology has made those things not even part of what
my children are in the workforce now, and it's not even part of what
they think about. And | think that's Microsoft's legacy.

Becky Monk: Okay. More than 25 years with the company you were going to stay
five. What was it about the company that made you happy to be
there for that many years?

Gavriella Schuster: | stayed at Microsoft because every time | thought about leaving, |
would pick my head up and look at what else needed to be done.
And there was always another big project there where | felt like |
could have a huge impact and | couldn't do that anywhere else. And
so | stayed to do it, and | would move over and | would focus on
that. And then there was a point in time where | thought, well,
maybe 20, | think it was like 20 years. | thought maybe now is a
good time. | mean, I've done everything | had on my bucket list, on
my to-do list of things | wanted to get done in my career. I've done
them, so maybe now is a time for me to step out and just work in
nonprofits or something. And then | started looking at that. |
thought, wow, you know what? There's no place else | could go
where | would have the kind of impact that I'm having right now. So
| guess maybe | should stay and have an impact and continue that
impact. And it really wasn't until COVID that | realized all of the
other things that | also wanted to do, because | had time not
traveling to think about that. And so that was when | said, okay,
now maybe now is the time.

Becky Monk: We'll wrap up because we're right at time. Thank you so much.
Gavriella Schuster:  You're welcome.
Becky Monk: It's always a joy to talk to you.

Gavriella Schuster: It was fun.
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