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Preface

The following oral history is the result of a recorded interview with Lisa Brummel as
conducted by Becky Monk on August 1, 2024, via Teams 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: Well, | am feeling pretty ready. How are you feeling?

Lisa Brummel: I'm good. Whenever you're ready.

Becky Monk: I'm ready. Alright, so let's just start with who you are and what you
did at Microsoft.

Lisa Brummel: I'm Lisa Brummel and | worked at Microsoft from 1989 to 2014.
Simplest way to talk about what | did is to say the first fifteen years |
worked in Product Development in the company and the last ten |
ran HR for the company.

Becky Monk: Alright, let's start back way back at the beginning. Where were you

born and where were you born and where did you grow up?
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Lisa Brummel: | was born in Oak Park, Illinois, and when | was four years old, |
moved to Connecticut and spent most of my growing up time in
Connecticut. Went to college at Yale, so stayed in Connecticut and
then just post-College, moved to California for my first job.

Becky Monk: And your first gig was not in computer software, your first gig was
playing some basketball, right?

Lisa Brummel: My first gig was not playing basketball. So when | graduated from
college, | was actually drafted to play professional basketball,
probably three leagues, four leagues before the league we're in
today. It didn't seem like a great proposition for a job, much as |
loved the game, so | chose to work in a more traditional job selling
textbooks on college campuses, passed up the opportunity to play
basketball and decided to take my competitive forces and see if |
could be a great salesperson.

So | was hired by Apprentice Hall Publishing Company on the East
coast and transferred to a territory in Los Angeles on the west
coast. And so for eight years following college, | either individually
sold textbooks or managed groups of people who did that.

Becky Monk: Okay, so you're selling textbooks and you went back to school then
after that?
Lisa Brummel: Yeah, so | was selling textbooks in the Los Angeles area and then

managing people who sold textbooks on the West Coast for the
most part and got kind of itchy to do something different. Textbook
selling is a very slow-moving industry, and | have the attention span
of a gnat. So | was trying to find something that would be more
aligned with what | wanted to do. And the personal computer was
introduced. So, let's just take a moment because the personal
computer was introduced. That's where we are in time. And | was
kind of fascinated at what this thing could potentially do. And at
that time it was really just a business machine. So there were
rudimentary databases, rudimentary spreadsheet, rudimentary word
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processing. But | had a job where | was managing a lot of people
with a lot of information that | literally had to collate by hand. They
would send me sheets of paper, | would make more sheets of
paper, and we'd end up with huge stacks of paper. So, when |
learned about the personal computer, | thought, is this going to be
a tool that could help me? So | saved up my meager bonus after |
don't know however many years | was working there and decided
to spend it all on a personal computer.

Becky Monk: So, what was your first computer then?

Lisa Brummel: My first computer was a Gateway Computer and | can't tell you
anything else about it other than it had a floppy drive, and you
could put this floppy disc in—no a big floppy disc, not a small
floppy disc, big floppy disc—put it in and take it out and it would
hold information. | mean, that was mind boggling to me. No hard
drives, no nothing else but this disc. So instead of having papers,
instead of having 50 papers, | had one disc and | taught myself how
to use it, to make a database, how to use a word processor, how to
do spreadsheets. And | was quite happy because it saved me a
tremendous amount of time. But when | talked to the people who |
reported to, they were off. They said, no computers because you
won't be spending time in the field with your sales reps, you'll be at
home on the computer.

| said, it's actually just the opposite. | don't have to spend time at
home. | can't actually spend time... And that was the point where |
said, okay, | need to find something else to do because this is
fascinating to me. And that was really kind of what got me to go
back to business school. It wasn't a great transition at that point
from a textbook company to a high-tech company. | was a
sociology major, so it wasn't like | could step into a job in a high-
tech company. So | decided to use business school. | went to
business school at UCLA as my transition point. So went there, got
my degree in marketing and information systems, not hardcore
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computer engineering or computer science, but enough to be

dangerous.
Becky Monk: How many women were in information systems at that time?
Lisa Brummel: | would say there were, we're talking about 1987, and in 1987, |

think there were some. | don't really know how to quantify it. It
wasn't fully a male dominated function because again, it wasn't
hardcore programming. It was laying out systems. It was
networking. It was using creating systems for business problems.
So, like me, you didn't have to be a computer science major, which
opened it up to more women than it might have if it had been a
pure engineering kind of job. Yeah?

Becky Monk: So, you're at UCLA, you're getting your MBA. And did Microsoft
recruit you from there or how did you find out about Microsoft?

Lisa Brummel: When | was at UCLA, | went to the campus recruiting office and
Microsoft happened to be one of the companies that was
recruiting. | was really looking at either tech or consulting. Those
were my two areas of focus and consulting really wasn't for me. |
wanted to kind of be someplace where | could really stay for a while
on the same thing. And tech at that time, Hewlett Packard was the
big hiring company from my campus. So everybody who was
anybody applied to HP, and | think Microsoft was relatively new on
campus, but | thought, Hey, this is really interesting. And |
understood what they did. Let's remember, we're back in now, 1989,
they did DOS, and they did not yet have Word. They had MultiPlan.
They did not yet have Excel. So just on the verge of true personal
computing.

So we weren't quite into the Microsoft tools yet, but the Microsoft
tools weren't there yet either, but | thought it was really a
fascinating company. | thought Seattle might be a great place to
move. So | went to the campus interview. They didn't ask a single
question about technology. They asked about people. They asked
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about consumer preferences. They asked about strategy. They
asked about General Motors. So, we had a wide-ranging strategy
conversation with very little technology, and | thought if this is what
they're interested in, I'm interested in them.

Becky Monk: Did you think that was odd that they weren't asking tech questions
or talking about how to market technology or anything like that?

Lisa Brummel: | think | was so happy that Microsoft just wanted to talk about
strategic business that | didn't know if it was right or wrong, but |
was happy about it, so | went with it. It was great.

Becky Monk: So, you ended up taking the job. What was your first role when you
got here?
Lisa Brummel: So | joined Microsoft in July of 1989, and my first role was a product

manager in the Multimedia Publishing Group.

Becky Monk: Now this was a time when multimedia was brand new. What did the
Multimedia Group entail? What was it you were trying to do?

Lisa Brummel: There were two parts to the Multimedia Group at the time. There
was Multimedia Systems and there was a Multimedia Publishing. So
Multimedia Systems was really the group that was trying to
influence the operating system to handle what was new media
coming into the PC environment. | should also frame that at that
point, the PC was black and white. We were just getting into color
monitors. Multimedia obviously requires sound and color to really
fully realize the potential. So Multimedia Systems, their job was to
work on the operating system that allowed that to happen through
the PC. Multimedia Publishing's responsibility was to go out and
find content that we could deliver. Apple had already started in this
space. Their computers were already designed to display media, so
we had a little catching up to do, but we really went out into the
consumer space, found or attempted to find computer publishers
who wanted to put their products on this new environment soon to
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be Windows. And would that be something that could also
jumpstart Windows?

So it was really going out and looking for content. The only delivery
mechanism was a CD-ROM. So we did not have hard drives. We did
not have downloads. Everything came to a customer via a CD-ROM,
which was also something new because remember we were in
floppy disc world up until that point. Maybe we're a little bit into
hard disc world, but big floppy discs and small floppy discs. Now we
were giving people CD-ROMs, which meant PC manufacturers had
to create drives that had CD-ROMs in them. So it was really an
evolutionary point of the industry needed color, needed sound
needed, CD ROM drives, and our job was to provide enough
content for people to have an incentive to go buy those.

Becky Monk: So for the folks who don't know, that first content that you were
finding, what are the names that people would recognize and what
are the things that they just wouldn't have the first clue what they
are today?

Lisa Brummel: | think there were a lot of things that people wouldn't recognize,
but you have to think of kind of encyclopedic content, literally like
the encyclopedia. So Encarta was one of the first to really take
advantage of the multimedia environment. You can not only read
the article, you could see the pictures, you could see a video, you
could hear sound, really change the way you think about
encyclopedias. But we also did things for the home. We did a Julia
Child product, which was sort of a compilation of her things. We did
an automotive product, we did all kinds of different, Hey, where can
you find a dearth of information that has sound and video and
pictures would really enhance for people, and could we get
renowned authors or publishers to put their stuff on these CD-
ROMs? So it was a lot of third party. We didn't generate content
ourselves other than Encarta. We really worked on that one. But the
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rest of it was trying to get people to take the content that they had
and port it over to our multimedia environment.

Becky Monk: What were the biggest challenges that you were facing and that
your team was facing in those days?

Lisa Brummel: | think in the early days, the challenges we faced were really the
economics of it. So you're asking a business to do add costs to their
business to do something in a different format for an environment
that's just coming onto the market. So not proven enough that they
can write their P&Ls in a way that says, okay, if you sell X of these,
we can do Y of these. It was almost like, could we sell them on the
vision of this and would they be willing to put their own money in
upfront to make something for this environment? And they both
had to work hand in hand. The machines weren't going to sell if
there was no content and the content wasn't going to be viable if
there were no machines. So it was a lot of convincing for people
about what the future could hold, and that was the challenge of it
because didn't, we hadn't made the market yet.

Becky Monk: What was the pitch? How did you convince him?

Lisa Brummel: Well, the pitch was really that imagine a world where the
information comes to life for you personally right there when you're
reading it, imagine if you could see a clip from a presidential
address that happened five years ago and listen to that as you're
reading the context of the article about it. And bringing information
to life in a different way was very compelling because people were
attracted to PCs. Every home, every desktop, the whole thing. This
was a way to get it there, and this was a unique value that
multimedia brought to what | would say is very flat information.
And | think that there was a lot of interesting benefit and unique
benefit to that that people could see.

Becky Monk: Is there something that you were most proud of during this
particular part of your career?
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Lisa Brummel: | think the thing that | was most proud of at the early part of my
career is that we kept this movement going. It was, imagine the two
big things happening at the company at the time were Windows 3.0
was on its way to coming to be and Microsoft Office was coming to
be. So, two huge initiatives on the part of the company that really
took a lot of the oxygen out of the room for all the right reasons. So
for us to keep this group going and for us to actually produce
things that came out in the marketplace and to become the
beginnings of the Consumer Division at Microsoft, I'm pretty proud
of that.

Becky Monk: Did it feel like you were excited about technology, you were excited
about the PC? Did it feel like you were in the right place when you
were in the middle of all of this innovation?

Lisa Brummel: | think when we were in the middle of all of this kind of CD-ROM
world multimedia stuff, yes, we were in the right place in terms of
being able to show what this new world could be. But the forces of
Windows 3.0 and the forces of Microsoft Office, we weren't going
to be those anytime soon. And so you could see how they were
truly going to change the global market and you could see the
value of bringing those tools together and the value designing a
platform that helped those tools come to life. | mean, just simply,
you could look at this and say, this is a cool thing. What is it going
to take to be global and ginormous? And you could take this and
say, go to that one because the Office Windows partnership was
really so big and so impactful in the world around us.

Becky Monk: After Multimedia, you moved on to the next stage. Can you talk a
little bit about what it was you did next and because a totally
different world for you, but still in the Microsoft world.

Lisa Brummel: So after | finished my stint in multimedia, | moved to the Mac
Business at Microsoft. So one thing you'll see as a theme in my
career, which is I'm not usually taking on the big thing at Microsoft.
I'm usually taking something else that's important and fun, but not
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the big thing. So career point to everybody, you don't always have
to take the big thing. There's tons of learning in the other things as
well. | moved over to the Mac Business to run the business that was
called the Mac Line, and | did not have anyone reporting to me. My
job was to try to herd the Word product manager, the Works
product manager, the Excel product manager, all the people who
were responsible for Mac apps, we needed to come together, have
a point of view, try to influence Apple and their operating system,
trying to get our apps to partner well with Apple, which at the time
was actually hard and not hard.

It wasn't hard because there weren't a lot of competitors out there
necessarily. And the value that Office brought together, | mean
Apple could see that it all came in one place and it was going to be
pretty dynamic in the marketplace. So in the respect of saying, Hey,
here's something that'll help you, Apple said, that's great. Then
there's the fight against Windows, which wasn't great, and we were
on the other end of that. So we were kind of in the middle of like,
Hey, we want to help you and we want to crush you all at the same
time. And it was a very interesting business dynamic to try to
manage properly because of course the Excel product manager
who's working on Windows across the hall from the one that's
working on the Mac, what conversation do they have? Well, they
have it about Excel, but it's a very different dynamic. So my job was
to keep everybody happy on the Mac side, continue to make
money. Bill was 100% behind the Mac business and us doing Mac
office, which was really, really helpful. So that was kind of my job to
bring everybody together in a world where you weren't the focus
and make the right thing happen for the company.

Becky Monk: | can imagine some of those conversations. That head-to-head...
Next, you were working in databases, how was that different and
why was that important?
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Lisa Brummel: Yeah, so after the Mac Business, | moved over to the Database
Business and again, an interesting positioning. So Microsoft had
already begun development on Microsoft Access at the time, and
just prior to my going over there, Microsoft also acquired FoxPro.
So | ended up being the group product manager for FoxPro, the
acquired product, not Access, the product that Microsoft developed
itself. Once again, we're in a position where we all have to get along
and Microsoft is producing two databases now. They're two
different development environments. So it's not wildly unusual that
you would have two necessarily, but it's still confusing in the
marketplace when a company says, “Buy Fox Pro. No, buy Access,
don't buy Fox Pro. No, buy Access.” So, it was a challenge again,
from a marketing standpoint to be clear where Microsoft stood in
the database world. It was clear that both products had great
followings, so you didn't want to leave anybody kind of on the side
of the road. So you kept developing in parallel for a while, hoping
to keep everybody on the bus until things converged later around
down the line after | left the group.

Becky Monk: So how did you market these things? This was still pre-internet. |
know most people today didn't have to stand in line for software at
a store. So how were you marketing all of these things over the
years?

Lisa Brummel: Yeah, | think when it comes to database marketing, there are user
groups that were incredibly influential and they were the ones that
helped develop and highlight the value of the product. So they'd
create accounting apps or they'd create legal apps or they'd create
apps in the world using this tool as their backbone. And that
developed a following. So the goal was to try to expand the apps
developed for your database platform and to show the value of it
and what could be done. And that's really more than anything else
what happened. It was not as much a consumer buys one and
decides they're going to inventory all their things in their garage.
They could, but that wasn't what it was designed for. So once you
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create your developer community, and once they get excited about
what you're doing, they're the ones that really help you market it.

Becky Monk: So were you one of the people that had to go out and talk to the
developers and get them excited?

Lisa Brummel: No. So | would say my role in this not being a technologist, not ever
having coded before, not knowing anything about coding really
was to make sure that the people who did know all those things got
connected with the people who needed all those things. And so it
might've been slightly non-traditional, but that's what | did. If | can
get the right information to the right people, then the company
benefits from that. | worked on that. | didn't pretend to be someone
that | wasn't. | was who | was, and tried to bring those partnerships
together so that each side would get something great out of it.

Becky Monk: There's a theme because...people. People is the next step, those
next 10 years, then you are put in charge of HR.

Lisa Brummel: So let's go back. Because in the middle, there's seven years in the
middle. So following the database opportunity, | ended up going to
run a group called the Home and Retail Division.

Becky Monk: You worked with Robbie Bach?

Lisa Brummel: | did. So Home and Retail really was all of our consumer software
and hardware and it was our retail channel. So | had really an end-
to-end business. It was a $1 billion business. | think it spun off
about $400 million of profit. It was global. So, my first opportunity
to really have a global business and run a business end-to- end,
make the products, market the products, sell the products, have a
P&L all to myself and really understand what it meant to run a
global business. So that to me was one of the highlights of my time
at Microsoft by far. | loved the independence of it. Again, it's not
Office. It's not Windows. It's a great money maker. It's a great profit
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generator. The company wants to have it, but they're really focused
on building these super gigantic businesses.

So | was really left to run the business providing | could meet my
goals and do what | needed to do. And it was a fabulous, fabulous
experience. | mean, having your own business, that's a $1 billion
and spins off $400 million of profit, that's incredible. And the
opportunity to work globally to me was so eye-opening, so
valuable. | could never have gotten that experience any other place.
And the teams were very generous in sharing with me what was
needed for their country, how we needed to produce it. | learned
about the distribution systems, | learned about manufacturing. So
for me, | think that was one of the most educational jobs | had at
Microsoft and | truly, truly loved it. There was a moment at near the
end of that time where we were also tasked with innovating in the
consumer space and we did a table, it was a lovely multi-touch
table and you could on the surface that you could multitouch and
things could happen.

And we called it the Surface. So if you want to go back to where
today's Surface [computer] first started, it started back as a table
that we created as part of the Home and Retail Division and showed
to Bill and thought it could be something, a piece of furniture you
might put in your home. So obviously it didn't become that, but
having the opportunity to work with Microsoft Research and build
something like that, | mean you have a great business, you get to
build new things, you get to change the way people might work
with computers and screens. | dunno what else is there?

Becky Monk: That was phenomenal. Just being in the middle of that kind of
innovation. What were you in pitch meetings? How were the ideas
generated and how did you decide we're going to go for this table
that has a computer embedded in it?

Lisa Brummel: So this was a real partnership with Microsoft Research. They were
working on a number of ideas and a number of technologies. Some
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of them had an application like, Hey, here's the technology, let's put
it in a table, or let's put it in an earpiece or something like that. And
some of them were just technology that needed to go somewhere.
And our product development teams, we'd have regular offsites
where we talk about Wide Horizon, what could we do? And we
partnered pretty quickly with Research to say, what are you doing
and can we productize it in some way? So again, it was just idea
generation, what would people think about it? Did we have the
right people to do this? How would we market it? Does it make
sense? What are the costs of it? | mean really going through all
those things you do as an entrepreneur. And for me that was fun. It
was really, really fun to be able to brainstorm about those kinds of
things.

Becky Monk: What were some of the things that maybe didn't land? Were there
any products that...

Lisa Brummel: Well, the table didn't land. Let's just say no one has a Surface Table
in their room. And then we had some noise canceling headphones
was another one, which obviously people think about today as
nothing. We were noise canceling on the other end or we had some
misconnection between what we were noise canceling and it's like
you could go to a baseball park and you could speak, but no one
could hear you on the other end. So some things we just didn't
quite have the sequence, but | would say it didn't matter. We
moved on to whatever the next thing was and if it didn't make
sense, we just sort of kept talking about what is the user application
of this? How would it be used? Could somebody afford it? Where
will we get the parts? Can we scale it? All the kind of business
questions that you ask. So, it was fun.

Becky Monk: In this particular, you said this is your favorite. What were you most
proud of during this time?

Lisa Brummel: | think | was most proud during my Home and Retail Division time, |
was most proud of being able to run the business very efficiently
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and effectively delivering on all of our goals every year, doing it at a
global level and still being able to have an innovation arm that
looked at new things you could put into the market and doing that
when you weren't the focus of the company. We didn't have a lot of
help naturally from other people. We didn't have hindrances. | mean
we could go ask people to work with us, but the company wasn't
focused on us, so the company machine wasn't really helping us.
We were doing what we did regardless of what was happening in
Office and Windows and DevDiv and the other places. So | feel
great that we were able to produce what we did without really
having the company's focus.

Becky Monk: Very entrepreneurial within the big company. Okay, so now...

Lisa Brummel: We're ready to move.

Becky Monk: How did you get promoted to be the head of human resources?
Lisa Brummel: Yeah, the story about becoming the head of HR is one for the ages.

| think | was minding my own business in my Home and Retail
Division in 2005, and | had just come back from vacation in April,
and | noticed on my calendar a week later that Steve Balmer had
placed a meeting. And we had finished business reviews before |
went on vacation, so | was confused about what this meeting could
actually be. So, | called Robbie Bach, who was my boss, and | said, |
noticed Steve put a meeting on my calendar. Do you have any idea
what it's about? And there's a long pause at the other end of the
phone and Robbie said, “Well, he wants you to run HR.” And so |
truly laughed out loud because that cannot be.

A, | hate rules, I'm going to be bad at it. B, did you not specifically
read my review where | said, please don't ever ask me to be head of
HR. I like working with people. | love working with people. | love
managing people. | love leadership. | love all those qualities that
might lead you to think HR would be a career path for you. But as
I've mentioned, | loved working in the Home and Retail Division. So
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| said to Robbie, come on, this is crazy. Why would | do that? He
was like, just hear Steve out, it'll be fine. You just tell him what you
think. So I said, okay. So | called Steve the day of our meeting and
said, Hey, I'm going to be at your office by this time. And Steve on
the other end said, no, you're not. I'm coming to your office. And |
thought to myself, do you even know where my office is?

| was over in Willows. So | was like, okay, fine. I'm not going to tell
him no, don't come to my office. Then, of course, I'm thinking,
here's Steve bounding through our building, and people are like,
what is Steve doing in our building? Are we all going to get laid off?
What's going on here? But | thought, okay, I'll deal with this. And
Steve showed up about quarter to five in my office and he asked
me if | knew what he was there for and | said, well, | think so. I think
you are going to ask me to run HR. And he was like, “Exactly!” And
I'll just sort of give you the overview of it because you don't need
the whole detailed conversation. There was one pass where he
wrote on the whiteboard all the reasons why he thought this would
be a good idea and what we needed to do and all of this.

And | looked at it and there was pure logic in it. He made total
sense. And | said, no. Like, nope, nope, no, | really enjoy what I'm
doing. So then he picked up a putter | had in my office and it
happened to be a putter that | got at some tournament so you
could screw it apart. So he found some golf balls and he's putting
them across the room as he's talking to me and I'm thinking, what
is happening here? He's putting and asking me to run HR for the
company. | know nothing about HR, | have no background in it, but
he's putting, so then | say no for a second time. So then he
disassembles the putter because he's talking and can't figure out
what to do with his hands. So he disassembles the putter and then
it's on pieces on my office floor. And so the third round of it, | said,
okay, look, | will think about it. | understand what you're asking. Let
me give me a chance to think about it. And he said, great, I'll call
you at seven o'clock in the morning. And now we're like at seven
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o'clock at night. | was like, okay, got it. Then he looks down and he
is like, "and sorry about the putter,” and he walks out of the office.

| mean, that's how | become the head of HR. The next morning |
called and said, yes, | will do this. And | said, but you have to
promise me that after two years | can go back into the product
groups and make products again. And he said, absolutely. Well, 10
years later | retired and | stayed in HR and the story goes from
there, but it was wild. It was a wild story. | always left the putter in
my office and even as my time of HR, he would putt in the office,
but when he is putting, he's calm. We can have a great
conversation. It all works.

Becky Monk: | love that. | mean it's a classic SteveB story, right?
Lisa Brummel: Exactly.
Becky Monk: So, you got convinced to take this role. How many employees were

at the company at the time? Do you remember?

Lisa Brummel: When | started as head of HR, there were 55,000 employees.
Becky Monk: When you left, it was more than double that?

Lisa Brummel: When | left, there were 120,000 employees.

Becky Monk: So, you were actually there at one of the fastest growing times of

the company running HR. You don't like rules, but you were there
when you had to actually put the rules into place. Talk to me about
what it was like. What did you think your job was when you started
and how did that evolve?

Lisa Brummel: So when | started running HR, it was very clear to me it was going
to be the easiest job and the hardest job | ever had. It was going to
be easy because | didn't know anything about HR, but | had 1,500
people who did. And it was going to be hard because of two
reasons. One, | had to convince the 1,500 people that | could be a
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good leader for them and draw out from them all the expertise that
| could to apply to the problems that we had. And | had to live in a
world | had gone through worlds where you had a P&L or a dev
schedule or something very, very clear. You did it or you didn't do it,
you were over budget or you're under budget. HR, what do you
measure? Well, | can measure employees. | can measure retention.

| can measure is it good enough? Is the company good for that?
What is it? So you live in a world where you have to keep a function
moving forward effectively without necessarily the same clarity of
measurement that you had from the business. And that was very
hard for me. So the first problem was one that just took time. It
took time and trust building. And | think the people that my
predecessors had hired were fantastic. They were really good and |
benefited immensely from the experiences they had at Microsoft
and outside of Microsoft. And so what | needed to do was figure
out what they were saying to me, | didn't always understand and
then try to think through the, would that be useful at Microsoft or
not? Is that added work with no benefit? So it took us a little while
to find a trust factor, but | think once we did, that team did a

phenomenal job structuring the company for the future.

And people weren't loving Microsoft at that moment. They wanted
to go to other companies. So the fact that our retention rate was as
high as it was and the fact that people generally liked the jobs they
had, | considered that to be my little metrics that said, okay, we can
go on for a little longer here. The hard parts of it, the metrics, that's
just something you have to go after all the time. And I'd say the
trusting people, having people trust you is helpful. The other things
| needed to do is convince my business leader peers that HR had
value for them. And so | think one of the things that was most
important to Steve is that | had spent so much time and had such a
diverse career in the company. | knew a lot of people, | cared about
the company, | cared about the people at the company. And he
said, you can use that to convince the people who are creating
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these programs to apply them to the business and you can
convince the business that they have value. And so that's really
what | did. | tried to knit it all together. That was my job. My job
wasn't to create the next program. My job wasn't any of that. My
job was to take the experts and take the people who needed that
work and bring them together in a good way.

Becky Monk: When you were trying to figure out what programs to bring in and
how to evolve what the company needed in HR, what were the big
things? Because things change over time. How did you decide what
should be part of HR and what should be part of | guess the rules
for Microsoft and going forward?

Lisa Brummel: So there are two ways | approach the problem of what do you
choose to do? The first one was to talk to my leadership team and
say, what have you seen? What do you see over time? What are the
problems that you think we should be solving? And they had their
perspective and it was good perspective and we sort of made a
laundry list of all those things, but | wanted to hear from employees
and | didn't want to hear from employees via a survey because |
don't think it conveys exactly what is wrong. So | decided to do
listening tours and it was pretty simple. | asked my admin, we went
to Building 30, | think | was in 34, so we went to 35 first. | said, go
get the biggest conference room in Building 34 or Building 35, get
me the alias for the entire building and we're going to have an hour
and a half meeting at eight in the morning. So | thought, well, if
people want to talk about the company, they should show up at
8:00 a.m., but I'm going to listen to everything they have to say.
And so we started with that and | thought, | don't know, maybe 10
people will show up. Oh no, the room was full and then way out
into the hallway. And | just said, | want to hear, here's what | think.
Here's five things that | think, am | right? Am | wrong? What am |
missing? Talk to me. What do you hear? What are your questions?
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The first one to me was hard but valuable, and it opened up a
dialogue that | think was very important for me. So then we literally
went to every single building and then we went outside the U.S. and
wherever we went on the road, we would do a listening tour. And
that's how | really compiled true employee feedback. We probably
did it for about 18 months of gathering this. And | would say it was
very clear what employees cared about. It was very clear what was
on their mind: compensation, career development, training, and of
course there's lots of other things. An individual has a concern
about one thing or another, but those were the core things. And so
then | could take that back to my team and say, okay, this is what
the employees are saying, this is what you're saying. How do we
bring this together to roll out programs?

And | think year three maybe of my tenure or year two of my
tenure, we rolled out a program called My Microsoft, and that was
the compilation of the leaders and their teams really coming up
with things and what we heard from employees. And it wasn't
perfect. We didn't get everything right, but it was a way of saying,
okay, we're going to all do this together as a company. We're going
to listen. We're going to truly listen and we're going to try to figure
out what the big things are and we're going to try to put our time
and effort toward moving those things forward in a good way.

Becky Monk: Wias this kind the first time that we were trying to bring everybody
together with the same set of rules? | know now that there's "One
Microsoft.” Was My Microsoft the first time trying to get everybody
on the same page because I'm sure things were happening in each
area?

Lisa Brummel: | think that my Microsoft effort was the first public time. | think the
HR teams had always been trying to get things together, but | don't
know that the leaders prior to me would've chosen to do what | did,
which is just to go out and get a room and talk to people. That feels
right to me. It's not process oriented, it's not track prep, it's all
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those things about the rules that | knew I'd be bad at. But | think at
the end of the day, it's the way | was trying to get information
together. So | don't think it was the first time everybody tried to
work together, but | think it was the first time we made it a public
event and we said publicly, this function is going to do this thing for
these people. And so then we were on the hook to do that.

Becky Monk: How did you work within HR to manage culture?

Lisa Brummel: Managing culture? If you want to talk about the biggest whack-a-
mole problem that's probably right up there, it's difficult to manage
culture sort of in its finite sense. | think you want to create an ethos,
you want to put your principles down. And at the time Steve and
Bill had them, we had to sort of massage them a little bit to make
everybody across the company hear them because somebody
working in Xbox and somebody working in Windows and
somebody working in Office, somebody working in DevDiyv,
somebody working out in the field, they hear that all differently. So
we had to try to come up with some common things that we would
want to talk to people about and we had to try to reinforce that. We
started by trying to reinforce it in the review process, do you exhibit
these qualities? Do you think the company exhibits these qualities?

And in employee surveys we do the same thing. And | think that's,
again, it's okay, but it's not always measurable. It's something that
you feel, it's something that you represent. It's something that you
go out and do. And | think, again, we were at a very difficult time
because we weren't the cool kids on the block. So we didn't give
out free food. We didn't do those things that some of the other
smaller, more entrepreneurial companies did and could do at their
phase of business. So we really had to figure out what we stood for,
and we stood for the customer and we stood for the employee and
we stood for bringing out value in the world. | mean, I'm making it
simplified, but we kind of stuck to that and tried to run with it. And |
think we did an okay job.
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Becky Monk: When you were recruiting because you weren't maybe the cool kids
on the block, but you had to grow the company twofold, right?
During your tenure you had to bring a lot of new people. What
were the keys to recruiting?

Lisa Brummel: | think the keys to recruiting at the time when | was head of HR,
really around the legacy of the company. And | mean that in only
the most positive way. It's a very successful company. It had money
to spend. It had brain power to spend. It had shown that it was
willing to go out and do things like gaming. It's a great example.
Gaming was not a sweet spot for us. We did not understand the
customer. We did not have a background in it, but yet we stuck with
it because we felt like there was a consumer there that should be a
Microsoft consumer. And obviously if you look today, that business
has grown exponentially, been incredibly valuable, so glad we did it,
all those kinds of things. But the proof point to recruiting for
someone was, “Hey, even if it's not Windows or Office, we're going
to stick with it. If we think there's an opportunity there to really
change the world — security, you could pick any area that we felt
was important. And if you tell somebody, we've got the money to
do it, we've got the brainpower to do it, we've got a track record of
success delivering in the world around us, that gets you part way
down the path. And then it's just, is this job for me or not for me?

Becky Monk: Did you have a favorite thing about your time during HR because
you were going to be there two years, you stayed 10?

Lisa Brummel: Yeah, | think there were two parts of my job running HR that—really
three parts—probably that caused me to stay. One is working on
the leadership team at Microsoft, being able to sit at the leadership
table with Steve and Bill and then Satya is just such a unique and
rewarding experience just to learn—to learn how companies are
run, to learn how they think, to see the influences of how a
company that large is run and to have a say in certain things and to
be able to go to those meetings and represent our employees. That
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to me felt like an honor and a tremendous learning experience. The
second thing was | learned so much about you can get kind of
addicted to HR learning about people and the systems about
people and talking to people who understand the rules behind
them and why you do them. | learned so much from my leadership
team. It's kind of like, well, if | don't show up tomorrow, what am |
going to miss? And | never wanted that to happen. And I'd say that
the third thing is | felt very responsible for every employee at
Microsoft.

| felt responsible for them to have as good an experience as we
could possibly offer them. Some took advantage of it, some didn't.
Some liked it, some didn't like it. I'm not suggesting that my goal
was to have everybody like Microsoft, but if we could give
somebody an opportunity to experience one of the greatest
companies in history, would | not want to do that every single day
and would | not want employees to see that every single day? So |
felt very compelled to continue down that path for our employee
base. | wanted that opportunity for them. That was my job to try to
deliver that to people.

Becky Monk: The sociology background had to come in handy.

Lisa Brummel: | think the sociology background probably did. | never thought
about it, but it did. | did write my senior project on leadership in the
corporation. So | dunno, somewhere back in the early ‘80s maybe |
knew that's what | wanted to do.

Becky Monk: But you didn't really set out that way, but...
Lisa Brummel: | ended up that way. Yeah, that's right.
Becky Monk: Okay. I'd love to take a second and talk kind of your experience and

just the culture of Microsoft. When you walked in that first day,
what was it like walking in with all of these folks? There were a few
thousand people by that time. So what was that like?
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Lisa Brummel: So when [ first started at Microsoft, | think | was, remember | was off
in the Multimedia Publishing Group, so | wasn't necessarily in the
core of what was happening in the company. And we were about
consumers and we were about things that weren't necessarily the
bits and bytes of operating systems and applications. So | think |
got a an easier path for someone like me to come into the
company. But then when | moved over into the Office Group and
ran the Mac App Business, | really saw the company sort of the
whole part of the company, the Apps Division and the Systems
Division, and | understood the role of each of them and what they
were designed to do. And | think it was much more technical and
that was a little scary for me. So every day | don't know as much as
most of the people who I'm around and I'm having to influence
people who ask me questions | don't know the answers to, and |
have to figure out what to do about that.

So it was challenging to be in that environment because | was not
as skilled in the verbiage as other people were. So | had to figure
out how to use my strengths, which is understand who the user is,
and at the end of the day, everyone here, we're all delivering it for
the user. And so all those things you just said to me that | didn't
understand, what's the impact on the user? And that was kind of my
go-to when | needed to get back in the conversation. And | think
that's it also identified to the other person what | was about. And so
when you approach me, this is what I'm going to care about and
I'm going to be an expert in and | know what you're going to be an
expert in. So let's figure out how to collaborate.

Becky Monk: A big part of Microsoft's history and legacy is its social impact.
What did the Giving Campaign, what did philanthropy at Microsoft,
what did that mean for you?

Lisa Brummel: Before | joined Microsoft, | was at a company that didn't match
charitable donations or anything like our Giving Program. So | had
really no knowledge that programs like this existed. But when | got
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to Microsoft, it was completely clear that's what we were about. |
joined in July and Giving is usually October. So all of a sudden we
were in this and everybody in the company was doing it and you
could see the impact of it and you understood what was being
given. And | was like, wow, really? This company cares about this as
much as they care about the other things. It was pretty clear
everybody from the top all the way down was involved in the Giving
Campaign in one way or another. So | found it really refreshing, very
energizing and incredibly, | was incredibly proud to work for a
company that was involved in something like the Giving Campaign
and really took it as seriously as they took their core business —
really, really great.

And just as in the future, so when | became head of HR, | often gave
talks to 10-year reunion classes, 20-year reunion classes when
they'd had their special events. And the first thing | talked about
with every class is, here's what the company was giving to charity
when you started, here's what we're giving today. Because it's not
just how much has the company grown, how much has the
company done for the community? And | never want people to
forget how important that is as a part of Microsoft's charter. And so
to be able to tell the employees that, but also tell their spouses or
whomever they brought with them who probably don't see the day-
to-day stuff that the employees do. To me, | wanted those people
to understand also this is a company that's not just what you see
when you look at the stock price or the Wall Street Journal or
anything like that. This is a company that has much bigger
community impact.

Becky Monk: How did that, your experience with that and how did that impact
your own generosity in the world?

Lisa Brummel: Yeah, so | think the Giving campaign was very important to me. Not
just, Hey, we can give money to people, but to understand how to
give money, where to give money, understand the mechanics
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behind what people will do with the money, and understand the
breadth of what a contribution can do. And for me, it was the
education and really learning about charitable giving that was the
most important to me. It's not, hey, could | give this much more
than this person? Not important. You're going to give what you're
going to give for your own philosophy. But understanding how to
give and being able to be exposed to various organizations during
the Giving Campaign time when we come and speak to employees,
that to me was incredibly valuable to learn and really learn about
the environment of giving. And | wouldn't have gotten that had |
not been here at Microsoft.

Becky Monk: What are some of the biggest takeaways? Because when you left
Microsoft, you've gone on to do amazing things. What is it that
you've taken away from your time at Microsoft into this next phase
of your life?

Lisa Brummel: So I'd say there are two things that I've taken away from Microsoft
as | move on in my retirement. The first one is it's always about the
people. No matter what you're doing, it's always about the people.
It's not about the mechanics, it's not about the money, it's about
the people. And that was reinforced to me as | got to learn more
about the people, particularly in the HR job, got to talk to a lot
more people, got to talk to a lot more people globally, got to
understand their motivations and why they were doing things. And
if they're not coming to work every day to do their best work, the
company doesn't exist. So it's about the people. That's number one.
And number two was really learning about working at scale,
understanding that in isolation you can look at a spreadsheet and
say, oh, we should just do this because it'll result in this outcome,
but then, oh, the laws are different in that country. Or, gee, we don't
have that expertise. Or guess what, we're not on the same time
zone or whatever. All those things might be. There's not only scale,
but there's globalization and those are things you have to
understand. As much as we at headquarters in the US think these
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are the decisions that need to be made because they are
implemented best here.

That's not really always the case. There's a lot of other people to
interact with what you're doing to make things successful, truly for
the long run. And working at scale is something that | was able to
do a little bit in the product groups, but certainly in the HR job.

Becky Monk: | want to talk a little bit about what you think your legacy or what
you would like your legacy to be from your time at Microsoft.

Lisa Brummel: |dentifying a legacy is just such a hard thing, but | would say |
would want people to understand that every day | came to work, |
cared deeply about the company first. That was my job, no matter
the first day | started to the last day | was here, | cared about
making the company better and | truly cared about the employees
who were a part of that, whether | was doing product development
and they were part of my team or they were partners with my team.
Or whether it was a time when | was running HR and sort of
watching over all the employees, | cared deeply for the people of
the company. And if you think about your time and you say, | cared
about Microsoft and | cared about the people, I'd be happy with
that legacy.

Becky Monk: What do you think Microsoft's legacy is? 50 years? What do you
think it is today? And let's start there.

Lisa Brummel: | think Microsoft's legacy is really one of being able to sustain
success. And if you think about the world around us, there are
many, many successful companies. There are many, many successful
teams. Success can be spread around fairly easily. But to sustain
success over time, over 50 years, over ups and downs in the world,
economy over ups and downs and changes technology over ups
and downs in things that we don't even know about today, you
can't really find that many companies or the ones you find are truly
the historical ones, the ones that have staying power. Microsoft is a
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company that has staying power. Microsoft is a company that has
staying power. And | think there's a lot to be said because it's rarely
run by just one person the whole time. It's rarely in the same
business that it started in throughout its history. So you've got to
figure out how to run with different people, run with different
businesses, run with different world, run with different tech, pick all
the run with difference and be able to sustain success. And | think
Microsoft is their legacy. Our legacy is really to sustain. I'm going to
practice saying Microsoft's legacy is really sustaining success over
an extraordinary long period of time.

Becky Monk: | think you make such a great point. Three different leaders. You
worked for each of the three. How was it to change the leadership
at the top and the company changed, evolved with each? I'm not
saying tell me about each of the three leaders, but what was it like
to evolve with a company under three different leaders?

Lisa Brummel: It's interesting trying to evolve a company with three different
leaders. | think leaders should change. It is my feeling that as a
company grows and changes, its leadership should grow and
change just out of necessity, the very, very difficult for someone to
be an exceptional starter and then exceptional at running a multi-
billion dollar company. The skills are just different. It doesn't mean
that a smart person couldn't do it, but | personally believe the
rotation of leadership over time is a great thing as a business
grows. That said, it is interesting and always a communication
challenge to shift the priorities of the company. Emphasize
something different than the prior leadership. People get used to
working in a certain way, and entrepreneurial leaders have a way of
working and expect you to work the way they work, down to how
you create your PowerPoint slides, how you create this presentation,
what words you use, the vernacular of the company at the time.

So helping people through those transition phases is often hard.
And I'd say when we were a younger company earlier in our career,
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we didn't communicate as well. We didn't have good vehicles for
communicating across the company. So people would say old
words and people were saying new words and it was very difficult.
And so over time, | think we did a better job of communicating as
we transitioned leaders, here's what we've been successful doing,
here's what we're going to continue doing. Here are the ways we
want to change going forward. And so | think it's really about
communication. It's not about any one leader. The evolution of
leadership is very normal. How you explain to an employee base
why, how, what, when, really, really important.

Becky Monk: That change management is sort of the make or break to any
company. In your organizations, when you think about innovation
and you think about all the innovation that was happening when
you first started and you look at what's happening today in the
company, what strikes you? What do you think about?

Lisa Brummel: | think it's very difficult to maintain a successful business and
innovate at the same time, particularly if that innovation, well, in any
event, whether the innovation is in your core business or not in your
core business, there are challenges in innovation because you're
making the choice between spending money against something
that can help your current business grow X or something that could
create a new business that grows y. And how you do that when you
have shareholders you need to report to is really an interesting test.
And so | think the balance of innovation within a business,
innovation outside of business is the true challenge for any leader. |
think for a long time at Microsoft, it was difficult to innovate
because we were so, so successful in a certain amount of core
businesses and we had challenges to those core businesses, so we
had to defend them and we had to keep investing in them.

And it was really easy in a way because you knew if you put money
there, it would come back to you. So when do you go for that new
innovation here? When do you decide this thing we've been doing
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that makes so much money needs to change? When do you say
there's a new business over here that we need to get into that isn't
aligned with the business that we had before? When do you do
that? And it's an art form. It's truly an art form. And | would say over
time the company has done some well and some not so well. But |
appreciate the difficulty in timing.

Becky Monk: Yeah, | want to talk about some fun things.
Lisa Brummel: Those were all fun up to this point, but whatever.
Becky Monk: Those were all really fun. But I'm thinking you mentioned when you

were recruiting and some of the things you talked about, we
weren't the cool kids necessarily on the block. We didn't have the
cafeterias, we didn't have some of the other things that Microsoft
has now, but that all did come to fruition. And much of that was
during your time as head of HR? Yeah?

Lisa Brummel: Some things did. So about, | don't know, probably three years into
my time in HR and when we were just considering building The
Commons, | don't even know if it's called The Commons, that's
what we called it then. And to make that an employee center where
people could come, we really wanted to do something different for
employees and we wanted to not give free food necessarily, but we
wanted to have a connection. So between the real estate and
facilities people in the HR teams and the finance group overall, we
really said, what do we want to invest? How do we want to invest it?
Can we make something that employees will get excited about that
might not be free food or might not be dry cleaning or whatever
else was being done at the time. And so the notion was to create
The Commons as a small city where we could have the community.

So restaurants who were nearby, restaurants in Seattle, proprietors
who did bicycle repair or whatever the case might be, bring them
into Microsoft, let the employees have visibility by shopping at the
commons with them or eating at their restaurant, or we put them in
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the cafes so that you could get non-Microsoft food if you wanted
from a restaurant in the area. So employees didn't have to go out,
but they also could partake in the community. And I think this is the
same time that we started The Connector buses, which had so
much great benefit. I'm still very proud to see them driving around
the streets, but obviously saving on gas for many people, making
their commutes much easier, having our brand visibility in the
community and then being able to come to a company where you
have restaurants there and you have a post office and you have
your bike repair and the other things that we did. And we felt like
that was a way of connecting the employees to the community,
providing the services that they needed without having to do it all
ourselves.

Becky Monk: | feel like that is something that's unique still to so many companies
around. And you see a lot of companies trying to emulate that. Are
there other things that you think were uniquely Microsoft that are
now just duplicated out in the world?

Lisa Brummel: | do think the two things. So | think the Giving Campaign is always
just uniquely Microsoft. There's no one who's going to do that
differently than we do it. And I'd be happy for everybody for lots of
reasons to try to do their own. But that one is one where | think that
is uniquely Microsoft branded and wonderful. | think some of the
other things we do for employee benefits like The Commons and
putting a health center on campus, | think those are what needed to
be done for employees. I'm not sure if people will copy them or not
copy them. It's not like rocket science. We haven't done anything
other than partner with our community. So if you think it's a good
idea to partner with your community, partner with your community,
you should do that. And again, | think it's wonderful because our
employees occupy a lot of the space in our overall community. So
the idea that we can all be working together makes sense, but other
people have different, everybody plays their strongest card when
they need it.
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Becky Monk: Great. | want to be very mindful of time, so great. Lisa, what haven't
we talked about that you want to talk about?

Lisa Brummel: | think the one thing | have that | valued most about Microsoft is
the opportunity to learn so many different things. We always talk
about people having careers where they go from company to
company to company because it's great and they learn different
things at each company. And by the third or fourth company, they
come back with a much bigger portfolio of skill than they had when
they left. But | challenge anybody to look at Microsoft and say, you
can't do that at Microsoft. You can't go division to division. You
can't go group to group. You can't go from the Xbox business to
the office business. | mean, | ran hr. There are practical
considerations in everything I'm about to say, but conceptually, this
company offers you so much. And if you take your career and you
decide you want to actually learn and grow and build skills, I'm
incredibly happy that | spent 25 years doing that in one place
because | felt like | had an education of a lifetime.

Becky Monk: I'm going to be a little weepy. | mean it's

Lisa Brummel: | mean it's true.

Becky Monk: It's true. It's true. Let's talk a little bit about post-Microsoft for you.

Lisa Brummel: Okay.

Becky Monk: Because that too is fun in my mind. So you retired, what are you
doing today?

Lisa Brummel: So when | retired, | did probably two years of just bit part

consulting because | don't know, | thought that was a good thing to
do. Then | realized | really wanted to spend my time in two places,
one with my family and two with my basketball team. In 2008, with
two other women, Dawn Trudeau, also a Microsoft alum, and Jenny
Gilder, we purchased the Seattle Storm and it wasn't really a
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retirement plan. It wasn't really anything other than we thought the
team should stay in Seattle when the Sonics went to Oklahoma City.
And so we figured out how to make that deal happen. And, in 2008,
we owned a basketball team. And | would say during my time at
Microsoft, | worked some on that business, but really only when |
had a minute, it was too difficult to work full time at Microsoft and
really spend full time helping to run the Storm. We do have a CEQ,
we do have a team, but still we're very active owners. And then after
| retired, I've spent a lot more time with the team on the business of
the team, trying to innovate, built a new practice facility, raised
money, $150 million valuation. So really taking my business
learnings at Microsoft, even in a bigger environment and trying to
apply them to women's sports and the growth of women's sports
through this team, the Seattle Storm, which is truly my pride and

Joy.

Becky Monk: | love it. I'm going to ask a little bit more because it's pretty damn
amazing what you guys have done there. The valuation, it's the
highest now in the league. So how were you able to move the
needle with women's sports? Because it was not even a couple of
years ago, | mean, even a couple of years ago, it wasn't something
that everybody knew, it wasn't on the tip of everybody's tongue. So
how did you move the needle?

Lisa Brummel: So this really all comes back to Microsoft. So the things | learned at
Microsoft about making a bet, following through on that bet,
putting everything behind that bet, and just being the champion for
wherever that bet is really played into our raising money and doing
the valuation for the Seattle Storm. Women's sports is a big market.
We care about it as in the marketplace today. There isn't a day that
goes by that you don't see someone talking about the growth in
women's sports, but there really wasn't something to point to.
There was, oh, 90,000 people attended this one game, or 50,000
people attended this one match. So you could put a lot of little
information together, but nobody was putting a number on it. And

32
© 2025 by Microsoft Alumni Network



MICROSOFT ALUMNI

VOlCES b, I\I\J/e!j[\ig?kSOﬁAlumni

Stories that Shaped the Future

so we needed to raise money because we needed capital to build
the new building we have, which is our new performance center.

And so when we talked about raising that money, we needed a
valuation. We needed to know what people were going to get and
how much it was worth. And so we started to look at the
marketplace and we started to look at our own revenues and we
started to say, what is the growth like in women's sports? We
should put a stake in the ground to show people that, “You think it's
$10 million? It's not. It's $150 million.” And | think our goal was not,
Hey, look what we did. Our goal was to say women's sports matters
and women's sports has money associated with it. And we just
found 14 people who will buy into this entity at this amount. And
then we have an outside source who has done many valuations in
men's league who says the same thing. So the object is to say,
everybody, there's money here, take a look at it.

It's only going to get bigger. And that's really when you're in the
back half of your career, | think we have a common view of what
can we do to make things better for the next generation that comes
along. What should we be saying and showing to help everything
move forward? Because what are we going to do after that? | mean,
hopefully the team wins many more championships, but those are
individual fun things. What can we do to help women's sports? How
can we make our legacy something that makes the world better?
That's really what it's all about.

Becky Monk: Alright, that's a great place to end. Lisa, thank you so, so much. We
appreciate it.

Lisa Brummel: You're welcome. It was fun.
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