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conducted by Becky Monk on October 31, 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: What I'm going to do is the way we start with everybody and
sometimes this is the hardest one. You're just going to look in the
camera and tell us who you are and when did you work at
Microsoft?

Debbie Thiel: My name's Debbie Thiel. | started at Microsoft with the Windows 95
launch and I recently left the company, so my total career was
about 29 years there. So 1995 to 2024.

Becky Monk: Great. Can we maybe do that one again with just the 1997 to 2024?

Debbie Thiel: My name's Debbie Thiel and | was at the company from 1995 to

2024.
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Becky Monk: Thank you. Alright. Can you briefly in 30 seconds, give an overview
of what you did while you were at the company?

Debbie Thiel: Yeah. The majority of my time at Microsoft was in product
management, but | also had a few multidisciplinary roles, but
primarily always on the product making side, working with
engineering across both consumer and enterprise products.

Becky Monk: Fantastic. Alright, so now we are going to go way back to the very
beginning. Where were you born and where did you grow up?

Debbie Thiel: Well, I'm on the hometown team here, so | grew up in Bellevue,
Washington, spent most of my life living in Washington state with a
few years in Alaska, and so really born and raised in the Pacific
Northwest in Seattle area. And then | chose to go to university at
the University of Washington and then it was between my junior
and senior year that | first started working at Microsoft.

Becky Monk: Wow. Okay. So you grew up in Bellevue. What was your home life?
What was your family?

Debbie Thiel: | am the youngest of four kids. Probably an interesting fact about
our family. I'm the third sibling to work at Microsoft, so my brother
was the first one there and then my sister Kim was there for a while.
| was as the youngest of the four kids. | was the last one to start
there, but | also lasted the longest. But my home life, | had a really
fortunate upbringing. My dad was a civil engineer, my mom was a
longtime school teacher. Just | have a lot to be thankful for in my
life and it was a lovely place to be born and raised and | really
developed an appreciation for the Pacific Northwest and all the
amazing things we have here, which is part of what made it so easy
to stay at Microsoft for so long because just so much diversity and
wonderful things in our area that make it easy to carve out a life for
yourself here.
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Becky Monk: Absolutely. You went to school not for computer engineering, not
computer science. So tell me what you did go to school for, what
you went to the UDub for and then how did you get to Microsoft
from that degree?

Debbie Thiel: Yeah, well, at University of Washington | found myself really
attracted to broad multidisciplinary system things. | always had a
passion for world travel for language, and that led me into the
international studies program. So at the University of Washington,
that's part of the Jackson School and it was both a pretty high
profile, well-respected program, but it just had so many different
dimensions to it, which | think is what | was really attracted to. And
it was during my junior and senior year, | had been doing a study
abroad in Germany and it was a rare summer that | came home and
| actually did not have a job lined up. | was always working through
school. I've had a job since | was probably 10 years old. And so |
came home that summer from Germany and my brother said, well,
hey, we need people helping out on the Windows 95 launch.

It's probably the biggest marketing spend that Microsoft had had
on a product launch at the time, and they needed someone to work
on a customer testimonials book for the launch product. So we had
Jay Leno lined up to do the whole reveal and launch of Windows 95
and there was a big event on campus held on the soccer fields and
the marketing team had the idea that, hey, let's compile a book of
all the customer stories of people that had been using Windows 3.1
and now have experienced Windows 95 and that what was the
revolution of having a browser and a start button and a completely
different app launching experience. So my first job at Microsoft was
reaching out to a bunch of customers that had been in what we
called a beta program. So they had been testing our Windows 95
product to help get it ready for release and give us feedback.

And then we took their reactions, their stories, their personal
experiences with how the product worked for them, how it kind of
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changed their life, the things they were excited that it could do
differently. And we compiled that all into a book and we put that on
every press reviewer's chair. So that product book really stuck with
me, but that was my first job at Microsoft and it was honestly a bit
of a happy accident that | ended up working on that product. And
after kind of meeting the team and getting entrenched with the
team on that product, | just kept doing more and more and they
were happy to have me. And so when it came time to graduate,
they said, Hey, you're pretty useful in this team, would you like to
stick around? And | said, absolutely, let's do it. So that was kind of
my happy accident on how | came to Microsoft.

Becky Monk: That's fantastic. Did you have to run the interview gauntlet or was it
just we love what you're doing and just stay with our team on a full-
time basis?

Debbie Thiel: | was pretty fortunate. | was in a team that was just incredible

diversity of people. My first boss at Microsoft was a published poet.
My product unit manager came from a family of preachers. He ran
around campus on a skateboard with red high tops, just super
creative guy. So it was much more, Hey, how do you problem solve?
How do you think? Are you ready to contribute in a bigger way so
much as having to go through the very traditional deep technical
interviews or gauntlet? So yeah, | was pretty fortunate in that way.

Becky Monk: Yeah, I'd love to learn a little more about that experience with the
book because for all the different people we've talked to and have
talked about Windows 95, it really seemed to be the big turning
point for especially the consumer and really did change the world.
Yeah, biggest marketing spend, huge effort to launch it, but then an
amazing launch. What were some of the stories that you collected?
What were the things that people, the customers were telling you
how it did really change their lives?

Debbie Thiel: Yeah, that's a great question. On the themes on how Windows 95
was changing the world for people, | think one of the things |

4
© 2025 by Microsoft Alumni Network



MICROSOFT ALUMNI

VOlCES ) [\I\ng\f,g?kSOﬁAlumni

Stories that Shaped the Future

remember most about that book was the photos. So every single
story, | mean we didn't really have a lot of digital transcriptions, so |
was dealing with Polaroid photos, handwritten notes even in 95. So
these were letters people had sent me that | was helping compile
digitally. So in many ways | think that was a good moniker to the
ahead of us that this was really an opportunity for them to see a
tool that gave them more ways to work with productivity. Software
Office was part of the experience at that point, given its long history
and legacy for certain, the access to the internet that was a game
changer for people. And | think in those days we didn't even know
where we were headed with that technology, but starting with the
idea that people had a portal for learning portal for reaching
people email systems that were more usable than ever before. So it
gave people a different dimension to communications. And | would
say the last theme was really usability of apps. So having a
launching experience through a start button versus if you
remember the way you approached files was through something
called the land manager. So not the most user-friendly,
approachable thing. And having this clear menu of here are the
tools that | have in Windows and a way to launch that. Those are
the things | remember people speaking to most in those letters.

Becky Monk: What an incredible, incredible product and an incredible paradigm
shift really for the industry. How long were you in, | guess what was
your first role when you were full-time with the company?

Debbie Thiel: My first role when | started at Microsoft was technically as a
producer. That was my title. And a lot of what | was doing at that
time was helping take our marketing materials, marketing content
and put it on websites that was all part of microsoft.com. So that
was a presence and a marketing portal. We were building up on the
internet and my job was a lot on how do we get the content there?
What's the right presentation, how do we organize the content,
what's the information architecture behind it? Which kind of led me
into, hey, there's a lot of processes we could improve on how we're
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publishing our marketing messages on the internet. And at that
time people said, Hey, it sounds like you're kind of into fixing the
underlying structure. Let's start mapping you more into a program
management type job where you're working more with engineers
on how we get things done as well as what we get done. And that
sort of led me from producer into program management where |
effectively was for most of my within some title transitions into
product management over time.

Becky Monk: What did you really enjoy about the product or program manager
roles that let you stay in that lane for your whole career?

Debbie Thiel: Yeah, program management at Microsoft was kind of a unique role
in industry, and | was fortunate in my time when | worked for a
team that was looking at what training we provide to Microsoft
engineering roles. We got to do this super cool project where we
went back in time and looked at, hey, who was the first program
manager at Microsoft and why did that even come to exist? And we
learned from that time that program management was born out of
helping engineers scale. So it was go do the thing, collect the data,
find out the perspective that we need to build the product that the
engineers don't have time to do. So the first person in that role was
really leading on looking at what competitors were doing, looking
at what was good or bad about alternatives in the market, talking to
customers, figuring out what they needed us to do or what they
wanted to do that we couldn't do for them yet.

So at its essence, program management became about doing the
thing we maybe didn't know how to describe, but that was
necessary to build product as software and technology and the
processes we use to ship it and create it, were changing. So at the
end of the day, to your question on what was it that really helped
me stick with it, it was a lot of that diversity of, it's kind of the do
whatever it takes that the team needs you to figure out and learn
that helps get the product into customer hands. And there was such
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diversity in the things that entailed over time, starting with a lot
about how do you talk to customers, secondly, how do you look at
usability patterns? And then in more recent eras, how do we think
about doing things at scale, reaching people in different ways,
making things smaller, more efficient, more accessible. So it just
was this ever-changing wonderful challenge that is part of what
really drew me and | think ultimately kept me going on it for 30
years.

Becky Monk: Well, it sounds like you wanted that multidisciplinary thing at
college and you've had that through your whole career in this kind
of a role, so that's great. So you were a program manager within
Windows for quite a while. What was your favorite part of that stint
of your career?

Debbie Thiel: My favorite part of working on Windows | would say is
understanding and just getting a feel for the reach and the impact
that Windows had. At a broad scale, you find that it's powering so
many things. You just could never imagine any industry, anything
that you could think of you were interacting with in the world that
was driven by software. Windows was somewhere in that stack. And
so | think the big thing that | took away from it was just the depth
and importance on every decision you made. Every little thing you
made better, faster, it was going to impact millions of people,
sometimes hundreds of millions of people. Now we say billions of
people, so what an opportunity to do that. And | think one of the
stories | remember from that time, | was working on software
distribution, so | used to commonly say, this is the annoying thing
that pops up in the corner of your screen and tells you, Hey,
Windows needs to update.

And we had a lot of sophisticated logic to figure out what updates
do we put on your machine and what order and how do we make
sure that the right sort of dependency stack is there so we don't do
something inadvertently that breaks your applications? And when
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we were going through that process, | was having a heated
argument one day with a couple engineers and people were really
sort of tense and | said to people, Hey, let's all calm down. We're
not solving cancer here. We're not curing cancer. And the engineers
looked at me and they said, Debbie, do you know how many
hospitals we're running in right now? We are curing cancer, this
does matter. It was just like, oh yeah, okay. Right. Thank you. Take
me back down to the foundation of how important the decisions
are that we make and just how seriously we should take the
decisions that we make.

Becky Monk: | mean, that is an absolutely fabulous description of what you are
doing, but also just | can see that argument happening because
things do get heated. There's a lot of passion and a lot of people
who really do care about what happens with the products because
it is going out and it is helping cure cancer, helping land airplanes
happen, do all the things out there.

Debbie Thiel: Yeah,

Becky Monk: When you left Windows, you moved on to casual games. How did
you end up from Windows into casual games?

Debbie Thiel: Yeah, that was a funny transition for me. So | got to a point in
working on products where we were solving problems for what we
called it pros. So information technology professionals. We were
building software for people who were building software or
managing the software in their companies, and | really wanted to
get closer to software for moms and kids and families. And | sort of
looked around inside the company and | said, where can | do that?
What are some opportunities? And | found a team that was very
unique at Microsoft at the time, it was part of Microsoft Game
Studios. We had a really interesting mix of things going on in that
team, but we were producing games internally, so designing and
making games as well as working with a number of third parties to
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bring casual games. So these were games for, we used to say
impossible to master, but yet very easy to learn.

So these were very approachable games, a lot of things you might
recognize like Chess, card games—Hearts, Spades— Checkers,
UNO, these types of games. We were bringing them into the digital
realm. And so that team just really struck me. | was like, wow, if |
really want to do something in a completely different vein at
Microsoft, that would be an amazing place to go do and do that. So
| talked to my boss at the time, | remember she told me, you want
to go do what you want to work on games? Are you serious? You're
working on Windows. There's no more important thing in the world
that you could go work on. | think you're going to be throwing
away your career to go work on this. But at the end of the day, |
managed to talk my way into the gaming job, which was no small
feat because they all kind of looked at me and said, you're not a
gaming person.

Why should we give you this job and this opportunity? But | had a
few things on shipping software at scale that they did need, and so
| was lucky that they brought me in and at the end of the day, |
learned so much that made me a better product manager. From
that transition, since | had the opportunity to look at different
business models, we had every kind of business model and gaming
at the time. This was kind of before consumer subscriptions were
broad scale, so we did games that were individually for purchase,
we did games that were for purchases, bundles, we did free games
that were advertising sponsored. We ran all kinds of sales and
promotions. So it was a chance to really broaden my business
thinking and acumen through real product implementation.
Whereas with Windows, | was lucky to have a marketing team that
did a ton of sophisticated analysis and decided, Hey, here's what
the company needs to charge for Windows to have a large growth
and profit and loss opportunity here we have a large p and | in
Windows, but in gaming, | really got to see and tweak a lot of the
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dials and knobs about if we make this ad inside this game, this size
instead of this size, how does it impact how people interact with the
game?

So at the end of the day, it was the best decision | ever could have
made, even though everybody thought | was a bit crazy at the time,
but that was kind of how | came to make that transition from
Windows all the way over to another edge of the company in
Gaming.

Becky Monk: When you're thinking about gaming at this point in time, in history,
what were you competing against out in the world with Hearts and
Uno and those sorts of things? What were you competing against?

Debbie Thiel: Yeah, that's very interesting question. So in the casual game space
at the time, it was a lot about web portals, so where were the
websites that people would go to find online games that they could
play? We were running a service called MSN Games, or even before
that was called The Zone at Microsoft. And one of our big
competitors at the time was from EA Electronic Arts, and they had a
portal called pogo.com. There were a number of other ones, Big
Fish Games was another portal we competed with. Over time, you
started to see casual games gain a lot of steam inside social
networks, so people might remember Zynga and their games, oh
my gosh, now the name is escaping me. Farmville. Farmville was
Zynga's inside Facebook, and that was really where | think a lot of
notoriety came for casual games, but in that era it was a lot about
other gaming portals, Big Fish, Pogo, and those were kind of our
main competitors at the time.

Becky Monk: What was your favorite part about working in the Game Division?

Debbie Thiel: My favorite part of working in the Game Division, | would say was
one part. The people that | was working with, they were so
incredibly creative, they were also very expressive, very inclusive. It
felt like such a kind of renegade team of different personalities and
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styles, probably more so than any other place I'd had experienced
at Microsoft. Another thing | really enjoyed about the gaming side
of Microsoft was the partners and customers we were working with
were more open than anything | had ever experienced working with
some of our operating system partners, so when | was in Windows,
we used to work a lot with the OEMs, so I'd be working with Dell or
Lenovo, and there was always a certain tension there between our
businesses on how much they would and could share because they
had things they needed from Microsoft, we had things we needed
from them, but it always felt like gaming.

Like the companies we worked with, the publishers we worked with,
they all saw the platforms as a chance to go big. And so the more
they could tell us like, Hey, we want this or that, or our game has
exactly this many players today and we hope to grow this amount,
what can you do for me? Or, I'm making this much off my game
today. They were very, very open with their business data, which |
think really changed how we function together and how we
informed the platform and the place that we were creating for
publishers to be able to create and launch new games.

Becky Monk: Great. I'm curious because now your next career step was still sort
of in the entertainment side of things, but you moved over to
interactive entertainment business. What made you want to move
there and what did you do there?

Debbie Thiel: Yeah, | didn't so much as move into interactive entertainment as |
would say casual games grew up into the bigger businesses that
was Xbox. So a few things that we worked on there, number one, in
terms of the casual games that we were working with on the
website, we became pretty aware that hey, this is an opportunity to
bring new players to the console. And as well as broadening the
audience, we also knew that casual games could be a better, more
effective form factor for digital downloads on the Xbox. You might
remember in the early days of Xbox, it was always about loading a
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disc into the Xbox. So you went to the game store, you purchased
your game on disc, and that was the primary method of playing a
lot of console games. But with digital distribution, if we could take a
smaller footprint game, deliver it to you on the Xbox digitally, much
like our Windows update experience, then we could both help
people transact more in gaming, try more games.

They were less expensive to produce because we just didn't have
the depth of graphics and episodic content that generally was part
of a casual game experience. So that was a large part of casual
games becoming a bit of a tunnel or a channel to reach new
people, where we started broadening it into a bigger entertainment
business. Another piece of that was bringing games to the phone
when we realized that hey, Windows phone has, it has a certain
mindset in customers how they think of it, and we could do a lot to
broaden or uplift people's perception of Windows phone as a brand
if we started combining our most popular brand at the time, which
was Xbox. And so the way we could do that best was through
casual games and bring some of those casual games that we'd
started to associate with Xbox to the Windows phone.

Becky Monk: It had to be fun to be part of the evolution of this space. And there
were, | guess I'm just really curious about what you were thinking
about in terms of, did you know that this was a big paradigm shift?
Did you know that this was the way of the future, or was this just
how you were thinking, okay, this is just one more device where
we're going to try to do this?

Debbie Thiel: Yeah, that's a good question. If hindsight's always 2020 in software,
you are kind of just taking that next step to grow your business and
think, hey, either there's a new platform or new opportunity to test
a technology that we've used somewhere else, and we can broaden
the scale, we can reach new people, and you start to see, hey,
there's an intersection of the need and the opportunity and the
platform supports it. So hey, let's go after this. Is this something
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Microsoft can uniquely build and do we have an opportunity to
come to market with it quicker than maybe some competitors
could? So that was a big part of, | think the steps we were taking. It
was not so much, we certainly did lay out lots of vision material at
the time about, hey, the living room experience, why does it have to
be stuck in a box?

How do you change the living room gaming experience and
bringing different types of games that appeal to more people? That
was certainly part of the vision of what we were going after. And it
was great because that came through in both opportunities to
innovate in the types of games, the type of game play, the breadth
of the portfolio, bring the best of the creativity of game producers
through this channel that we had, but then also through the
hardware because at that time, connect was an up and coming
Xbox accessory. We were able to innovate on, hey, how do people
maybe control games through gestures? And that stuff was really
hard to get right, and it's awesome to see now there was a lot we
got right and there was a lot we got wrong, and now you can start
to see some of those lessons coming into the new virtual reality
devices, and that is the future of computing. | think this idea that
we have hands-free computing, voice-led interactions, motion-led
interactions that was all super nascent at the time, but now is much
more commonplace and you're starting to see a design language or
more norms around how customers can expect to interact in a
natural and intuitive way that we had no idea at the time that that's
kind of where we were starting to tread.

Becky Monk: Well, it's fun. Every time | talk to someone, whether they we're in
Microsoft Tesearch or folks like you who were talking about the
things that were tried, and maybe they didn't quite happen at the
time, but now look, it's all seated back in the little kernel of an idea
that happened so many years ago. It's great to see that innovation. |
want to move on to your role in engineering excellence and for
somebody, and please forgive me for this, but for somebody who
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was not an engineer, tell me what director of program management
for engineering excellence was. What were you responsible for?
And without being an engineer, how did you land that gig?

Debbie Thiel: Yeah, so engineering excellence was an interesting team in that we
had people from each of the engineering roles. So we took sort of
a, hey, who is the expert in or who is on point for content
publishing, for globalization, for program management, for at that
time quality engineering or testing software development. And so
each of the disciplines that we had that were part of a Microsoft
engineering team definition, because it took more than just
someone with a software engineer title, we had people with all
those other specialties that were definitely core to the software
delivery process, innovation and delivery process. So our job was to
look after all of those disciplines and help define, Hey, does
Microsoft need more or less of them? Where are the skills emerging
that we need? People need training on, they need resources, they
need guidance, they need materials, maybe new team practices.

So we did both that combination of title or discipline specific
things. So my job was in one part, let's bring together a leadership
team of directors of program and then product management across
the company, bring together these leaders in program
management, help them come to a point of view on what does the
company need. And | was in the middle of that as a facilitator, so
help get the best thinking out of this group of program
management leaders at the company and then start to institute that
into training that we could scale to the thousands of program
managers we had in role in the company. So it was a very cool
chance to work at this intersection of what does HR need to help
hire and recruit and bring the best new talent in, and what are the
teams and the people that are doing the job today, what do they
need to be most successful in role? So it was a very cool job. | felt
so lucky to get to do it. | learned so much from other program
management leaders, and for me personally, it was a chance to
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push facilitation skills that | never really knew would be so
important to the job process, but certainly have helped develop me
as a leader and a person.

Becky Monk: Yeah. Was this the first time that Microsoft had done something like
this? We pulled together and looked at what the engineers might
need?

Debbie Thiel: No, | would say there was a solid history. This team in engineering

excellence had existed for some time, and there was a history of
that sharing and thinking about what are the best practices in any
specialty at the company. It was unique to have a team that was
dedicated to do that. So in many ways, and one of the things |
advocated for when we were there is that no one should do that
role for too long because it's almost like being an academic and
you need to go back to practical application. So in many ways, the
perfect experience on an engineering excellence team is that you
come out of being in the trenches, you get to inform how it's done
at scale and sort of go academic on it for a while, and then you
need to go back to producing the product again because it's
moving so fast, it's changing so fast. If you just stay in one or the
other, you potentially get stale.

Becky Monk: It sounds like it was kind of an amazing and opportunity, an
experience. What were some of the things that you decided that
engineers needed to be more effective, and what were some of the
things that came out of your time there?

Debbie Thiel: Yeah, the specific time that | was in engineering excellence, one of
the emerging things happening in industry was the idea of data
science as a role. So first off, we were starting to see actual
engineering programs in universities ignite a specialty around data
science and also the title of data scientists emerge in industry. So
one of the unique things we had a chance to do is define what was
a new role at the company. We wrote the job descriptions. We kind
of helped canvas what are all the diversity of titles? What are the
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specific types of skills we need to enumerate in attracting the right
talent into role? What specific universities or schools or other
industries should we be recruiting from? How does leveling work in
that new discipline of data science? So it's pretty unique to be able
to do something like that and then think about that was one
element of it.

Let's create the job and the job function that is data science. And
then the second piece of it is how does the rest of the company
interact with that specialty? So at that time, we were doing a lot of
machine learning practices, knowledge, internal conferences, just
bringing people together to learn from experts in that discipline. So
those were some of the things we were uniquely set up to do
because as a team, we had the resources to then think about how
do we run some of these internal events as well as typical classroom
type training to help people get those skills and also know how to
collaborate better with that skillset inside their team.

Becky Monk: What did those events look like that you were able to pull together?
What did that end up being?

Debbie Thiel: Yeah, the types of events we had in engineering excellence, there
was one that we would run that was company-wide. So it was an
engineering excellence day that we would hold anyone in
engineering was invited. We set up tracks of content and learning
opportunities. We set up small groups, sort of networking
opportunities for people. So you got to find and make connections
for people that were working on that skill in other teams get to
learn from one another. So that was a really cool thing we got to
do. So we had one that we called EE Day, if | remember right,
engineering Excellence Day, and then we got to do conferences. So
probably one of the most fun things | got to do at Microsoft was
hold a program management day where we just got all the
program managers at the company together, create some more
connections, talk about where we needed to push, learn on who
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was doing it best and what we could take away from that
experience. So those were the types of things we did as well as offer
classes on a traditional cadence that people could sign up for and
participate in.

Becky Monk: Yeah, you were really helping educate and move things forward for
the engineers. How often did you have to update curriculum? How
fast paced was this?

Debbie Thiel: Yeah, it was quite, | would say we would always benefit from being
faster learning and the skills people needed to do their jobs well
was changing so quickly that the more we could iterate on and be
agile with curriculum, the better we were helping serve the
population of engineers at the company. So without a doubt, |
don't think we could have gone too fast on our ability to change
curriculum, but we also were trying to be mindful of what is the
instructional design process, and that was a very unique thing
about the opportunities. We actually had instructional designers
inside the team that thought about, okay, what is the way we
communicate content? How do we help people practice? How do
we sort of have checkpoints in the delivery of the content to know
that people have really absorbed and gotten a chance to apply and
then maybe iterate on the content so that it's not just this one
directional, we're spewing a bunch of information at you and then
you walk away and you're done. So that was a huge part of the
process was thinking about how are we going to make these new
practices and these new processes stick as well as just what are we
trying to teach people?

Becky Monk: | think | want to thank you for that. Thank you. | want to move on to
Office because keeping mindful of time, what were the years you
worked with Office?

Debbie Thiel: So | was in Microsoft Office from 2016 until | decided to close my
career with Microsoft in 2024.
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Becky Monk: You were there at such an incredible time. | talked to some of the
folks who were there at the very beginning of Office and when they
were just thinking about actually taping boxes together and making
the suite of products, but you were there really at the time when it
was becoming Microsoft 365. Talk a little bit about your role in that
and the transformation of Office.

Debbie Thiel: It was an interesting time and probably informed most by the role
that | even came to do or the job that | had when | joined Office. So
my job was a bit unique. | was an individual contributor, so | came
out of being a leader to being party of one. And my job at the time
was, hey, we have all these different ways of doing common tasks
for the customer or the end user inside our suite of Office products.
And if we need to succeed in making this one thing or one
experience or one service that is Microsoft 365, we have to simplify
this down. There's too many ways to do the same thing that
shouldn't be different. These are arbitrary differences that we
impose attacks on users that makes it hard to use our software. So
my job was to figure out how to pick some focus areas and actually
see them through.

So | was lucky to partner with an amazing user researcher. We came
up with some standard things that people need to do in all of the
M365 products. So we thought about things like sign in. We
thought about things like your personal account card or your
profile card search and things where there really only needed to be
one way or one interaction pattern to doing something. And then
we took those things and we said, okay, what's the inventory of all
the different ways that teams have implemented this thing today?
And how do we get that down to just fewer? So these things are
more repeatable for customers. So we called it the Coherence
Program. We had to enlist hundreds of teams across the company
and across, it was broader than Office for certain. Even at some
point, the product managers in Xbox came knocking on my door
and they said, we have the same problem in Xbox. How do we go
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solve for this? So that was my first job, and it was just a lot of how
do we reduce the number of unique concepts that we put in front
of customers that don't need to be there? So it was a fun job. It was
a huge challenge. | sort of set up the framework as an individual
and then we added resources to that to help sort of get it off the
ground as a program so that we could start getting traction on
making the changes.

Becky Monk: | know part of this was Microsoft was experiencing, there was
competition out there, and so becoming simple and modern and
was important. Can you sort of put that into context of why this was
really important from a business standpoint?

Debbie Thiel: Yeah, from a business standpoint, Office was certainly under threat
at that time. Google had a simple paradigm. Their apps were all
web-first. They had modern implementations that worked well on
small screens and a lot of why that was, they were able to take what
the baseline capabilities that made the products work well, and
frankly had a lot of duplicity of all the capability that was in Office
was also in Google, but it was in a much more simple package
because it was web-first by design, and we... Office was facing the
cacophony of so many different ways of doing things that were also
with good intention, unique to the implementation, whether that
was on iPad, it was on web, it was on phones and mobile devices,
whether it was on your bigger screens on Mac OS and Windows. So
at the end of the day, we had different implementations supporting
all those different platforms, sort of bolted them on over time.
Whereas for Google, it was very much they came up in it with a web
focus to start, and that gave them a very different place to simplify
the concepts and also the feature set that they were using and
putting forward to people. And that drove demand. Simplicity drove
ease of use and demand.

Becky Monk: How much did it grow? How much did the adoption of M365, how
did those changes propel the adoption of this?

19
© 2025 by Microsoft Alumni Network



MICROSOFT ALUMNI

VOlCES ) [\I\ng\f,g?kSOﬁAlumni

Stories that Shaped the Future

Debbie Thiel: Yeah, that's a good question. We were always making changes in
the pricing. What went into the bundle, that was Microsoft 365.
There was also the Pandemic happening in the middle of some of
this growth and promotion. And as we were getting the mix, we
were changing some of the distribution channels. So one of the big
things my team was working on at the time was getting Microsoft
365 sold natively in the Apple store, which was no small feat. We
had to make those agreements together with Apple. So the growth,
and if your question is aggregate growth, | don't have those
numbers to give you, but certainly | can say the growth was we
were working equally to find unblock what we thought were the
adoption challenges in each of those channels and think about how
do we reach people through these new channels to help them find
what is M365, but also know what's inside of it. Because the hero
brands that people associated with Office were not as evident when
the thing you were selling to them was Microsoft 365. A key
challenge that we had that was inhibiting our growth was what's
even in this is this Office? I'm unclear. So that was definitely a
growth inhibitor that we were facing. That was part of why we
needed to go after this whole coherence challenge.

Becky Monk: Well, | feel like we still have folks who say, | need my Office key.
Yeah, for sure. So let's talk a little bit about Pandemic, because that
was an incredible challenge, but it was also really a huge
opportunity for the company because the adoption of everything
just ramped up. Talk a little bit about what you were experiencing
inside the company and the demands and the challenges that you
faced during

Debbie Thiel: Pandemic. Yeah, there were many dimensions, | would say to what it
meant as a leader to be leading your team through COVID, the
Pandemic. You had to deal with all the things and then more from
what are my customers experiencing? What are they asking for?
What are our unique challenges through the way our partners
businesses have changed that are inhibiting our work and how we
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get product out, the employee experience, what were the people on
my team going through? What did they need? We did, | mean, we
tried to make it fun, the whole transition surprise, we're all working
from home, what do we do now? We took some time and we said,
Hey, let's take a step back. You need a workstation that works for
you in your home office. You need ergonomic equipment, you need
a great desk. You need better tools for how and better patterns for
how we're going to interrupt each other or get each other's
attention when we can't just walk down the hall to find one another.

So it was all the dimensions of those things. | think there was also
what | remember most from that time, besides just how we
supported one another and just try to offer a lot of empathy and
humility about like, Hey, you have an intense thing, or your family's
been impacted by in this way. We all need to rally around you. So
you saw your teams stretch for one another in a way that it is one
of the things that makes Microsoft phenomenal, that when you've
created connection between the people that work for you and they
have an opportunity to support one another outside of work and
people will move mountains to do that. So that's always just
heartwarming as a manager and a leader to see that when that's
your team culture and you see people rise to challenge, to support
one another. But then there was also like, how are we doing that at
the company scale?

And some things | remember one, there was Microsoft's use of our
own supply of personal protection equipment, PPE, that we helped
give back and ship and distribute to people in the medical fields
that had immediate and critical need for that. So it was so cool to
see the company rally around that. | remember | was working
closely with the Surface team at the time, and they even diverted
shipments and flights of hardware to critical needs for managing
the Pandemic. So whether it was to hospitals or other government
institutions, we diverted so many supplies as a company towards
those efforts. Another one was internal to the engineering
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community. At Microsoft, we had a maker community and we got a
sort of internal community inspired to 3D print and deliver face
shields to people in the medical community. And it was this
awesome just very hackathon experience where somebody created
like, okay, how are we going to figure out who's printing what
somebody else was doing?

The pickup of these face shields, someone else was helping evolve
curriculum so that if someone else wanted to print new face shields,
were they printing the best design because the designs were
changing over time on what do people that are in the front lines
need out of this personal protection equipment. So it was just so
cool to see all those dimensions of the company having impact in
this global challenge with our biggest resources all the way down to
sort the micro level of an employee at home. What can we do? How
can we help the person next door? And that was pretty special. |
think there's few companies that felt both that local community
impact and then also could do it at global scale with how we try to
address the global challenge.

Becky Monk: | feel like that is such a unique thing to Microsoft because that
doesn't just happen during the Pandemic. That is the kind of thing
that happens all the time. | have to talk a little bit about the
product itself was really helping people who were working from
their homes, not just your teams, but other, it was enabling other
people to continue to have paychecks and continue to work
because they could do things remotely. Now, how much were you
working to change things to make things better, to constantly
evolve the products during the Pandemic to keep up with the needs
or really understand for the first time what a mass of people trying
to work remotely needed?

Debbie Thiel: Yeah. One of the unique stories that stood out in Office that I'm
sure anyone that was there in 2020 will never forget was how we
worked with Pfizer at the time. So they were busy working on
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vaccines. They use Office for all of their FDA approvals for
documentation, and they were going working day and night
gangbusters as fast as they could to bring these vaccines to market
and share all the test data, the learning, the knowledge as part of
going through that approval process. And so they had a bunch of
demands, especially on our Word team. So Word went through a
really deep dive with them on commenting. Commenting was very
specifically a feature we were iterating on at the time. It had bugs, it
had opportunities to improve the user experience around it. It
needed to sync and respond better across the different platforms.

And many people across the Office, especially the Word team, deep
dived with customers and said, okay, how are we going to get this
done? And it was all parts of the stack from how does the
experience in the Word app need to change all the way to how that
impacted the services. And it was an intense, but also a great
feeling of contribution. Going back to that story | mentioned in the
beginning where with Windows, Windows powered so many things
in the world, it was such a responsibility to work on that product
Office was similar when you saw how these companies like Pfizer
were using it to produce the vaccines. So it became our obligation.
It was our responsibility to help them go fast and meet that goal. So
that was pretty huge. It was just such a big deal to get to see that
and play any part in supporting people to help Pfizer on that quest.

Becky Monk: How big was your team during this time?

Debbie Thiel: | think during the Pandemic, | personally had probably 20, 25 folks
on my immediate team that | was accountable for.

Becky Monk: When the Pandemic was done, what was the next role that you had
within the product group?

Debbie Thiel: Yeah, after the Pandemic, my role in Office was largely around the
cross-platform experiences. So we had a team that was bringing
new capabilities to Mac and Office on Mac and Office's presence
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and relationship with Apple. So as an example, one of the things we
were working with there was how do we bring the Office suite into
the Vision OS? So totally different paradigm for computing on that
device, but that was an example of helping Office be a part of this
new computing paradigm and then also meeting people where
they are and being co-developing or co-creating together with
Apple. That was sort of a unique thing we did. Another part of our
team was working on Surface and how do we grow Office
experiences and adapt to where new hardware and the focus
growth areas for Surface were happening. And | had other teams
that were working on accessibility experiences at scale across Office.
So we had a number of different user experience initiatives within
the portfolio and the team, but what brought it all together was
things that could work across all the Office apps, across all the
Office platforms.

Becky Monk: Fantastic. | want to be really mindful of time. I've heard you use the
word inclusive several times. Let's talk a little bit about culture at
Microsoft. When you started in 1997, what was the Microsoft
culture like? And I'm guessing there were a lot fewer women there
at the time.

Debbie Thiel: Yeah, | honestly don't know proportionately if there were fewer
women there. The company was definitely smaller. | think we were
17,000 people when | started. And now what's Microsoft 140,000
people or something? Ridiculously huge. So | would say you don't
always know as a new college graduate what you're landing in. And
| was very fortunate that my first teams at Microsoft, they
represented people with different styles, different ways of thinking.
Like | mentioned, not everybody had an engineering background or
degree, so we had different ways of approaching problems by
virtue of that. And some of my first teams also had people that
were from around the world. So you had to be willing to show up
and say, I'm sorry, you misunderstood me, or | didn't mean to
communicate something in a way that now you have this takeaway.
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And so we got really good at having a pretty intense disagreement,
but also knowing it was safe to walk down the hall and say, you said
something that really didn't sit with me and we need to talk about
it. So those things certainly stuck with me my whole career. But to
your question, | think Microsoft was diverse in those early days, but
at the same time, we didn't really know what were all the
dimensions of inclusion and have extended that to the definition
that our customers saw it through as well.

So there was a lot, | feel like if | had one takeaway for life or a way
that Microsoft formed my worldview differently, it's that those
dimensions of inclusion, it's so much more than just how we think
of accessibility or your culture. Where were you born? Where were
you raised? What were your values? But you start to think about
dimensions of neurodiversity, how does that change how we see
and perceive and interact in the world? You start to think about
socioeconomic status. How does that change how we perceive and
interact and evolve in the world? So those things and the chance to
work with leading researchers in inclusive design and patterns.
Microsoft had a really tremendous impact through the inclusive
design toolkit, | think on putting some language and paradigms
around what is inclusion and what does it mean to build your
products in a way that they're inclusive of more people?

And so we had three general principles we always talked about,
which is one, understand who's excluded, two, design for that
singular excluded person and then extend to everyone. So when
you take that in mind and you apply that across all those other
dimensions of thinking about diversity, there's just incredible power
in that. So if that is a thing that we could have put out there that |
think has informed how a lot of products think about inclusion, who
is the person that can't use us today? How do we solve their
problem? Chances are that's going to solve problems for a lot of
people who maybe can't express that they can't use something
effectively. And that's big in my mind.
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Becky Monk: We talked a little bit about how everybody at Microsoft really pulled
together during the Pandemic, and | mentioned that's not really
unusual because | think about the different things that Microsoft
does in terms of social impact and the Giving Campaign and things
like that. And | wondered if you've got any thoughts about the
Giving Campaign or Microsoft's philanthropy and how that may
have intersected with your life at the company?

Debbie Thiel: Yeah, for certain, | think over time, my experience interacting with
Microsoft giving and philanthropy, one was seeing how there's so
many ways we can contribute and whether it's money, whether it's
time, whether it's product, all of these can have incredible reach and
impact. And certainly | got to see so many examples of that. That
was one huge piece of it. Another huge piece was understanding
what people identify with as charities and causes that they care
about. That was just an incredible thing. As a manager and a team
leader, it almost became the best morale event you could have for
your team. Because those days where either we were participating
in a Microsoft Day of Caring, where we were out in the local
community and we were sweating it up, like pulling blackberries out
of streams so that salmon could spawn more easily, whatever the
project was, we got to get hands-on in the community at a very
local way all the way to then having events where we just shared
what are the causes that we care about and why.

And you learn so much through who people choose to donate time
or resources or money to about what informs what was it in their
life that drew that connection to that charity. Is it something about
their personal experience or the country that they came from, or
what is home to them who is in their life that is underserved and
why they maybe give to a certain cause for that reason. So that was
just such a cool thing that just the sharing of those charities and the
causes we all cared about became such a way to more deeply know
your coworkers and at the same time have real impact on your
community.
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Becky Monk: | like the way you talk about that. | think that really is eye opening.
A lot of people talk about what they've learned, but | love how you
talk about learning about your colleagues in that respect. You've
been a manager for a very long time, a leader for a very long time.
What is your leadership style and what is it that you take away from,
| guess, that you learned at Microsoft that helped you be a better
leader? Go there.

Debbie Thiel: Yeah. | would describe my leadership style as very much
empowering others or what we sometimes refer to the servant
leader style. My job was to help people see what their capabilities
were, maybe give them confidence in capabilities they didn't even
know they had, and then apply that to opportunities to just go do
something with it. And sometimes that meant finding people in
your team that maybe they were a better fit on a different product
in the company, or maybe it was the right thing for their career,
frankly, to leave Microsoft. And then they've tended to come back.
We talk about the boomerangs, but oftentimes it's because some
manager made the experience at Microsoft great for someone that
they'll want to come back again. So it's not a loss that someone
goes and has a different experience at a different company and
then they come back a better employee.

So | think all of those things were core to my style. And definitely
over time, at some point in my career | figured out the best leader |
can be is to stop caring about conforming to what | see other
leaders doing. | have to have confidence in my style and unlock the
things that are unique about my leadership style. And | don't really
know when that moment happened, but | know that when | got
there, life kind of changed. | was able to say, you know what? I'm
not going to go, I'm not going to do this thing in this way because
it's kind of the Microsoft way, but | know | can get this done if | do
it in this very different style or this different pattern. And when |
started doing that, it was almost like people come out of the
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woodwork and they tell you, they said, man, I've never met a leader
that's doing what you do or does it in your style.

And | think that's so important. If we all just try to conform to the
best leadership styles or examples we see elsewhere, then we're not
expanding what is the definition of leadership? So that was always
in the back of my mind. We were so spoiled to work with the best
of the best, like some of the smartest thinkers in the company, but
it doesn't always mean that their way was the right way or that
there couldn't be a different path forward. So | always try to keep
that in mind, have confidence and courage to be different, do
things differently, approach people differently. And when | think
about what | hope to have imparted on others is that confidence
that you don't have to lead in the way that you see everyone else
around you leading. And that is true diversity.

Becky Monk: Wow. That is, | think, the best advice | have ever heard because it's
true. It's true. Everybody tries to figure out, okay, what's the right
way and the right way is your way, your personal way. That's
fantastic. What are you most proud of during your time at the
company?

Debbie Thiel: | think at the end of the day, the way | was able to impact others
and give people some confidence in holding their conviction, in
standing up for what's right in helping others get heard. | think one
thing | heard in all the comments when | decided to leave the
company was sometimes these little interactions you have with
people you didn't even know they registered or remembered it, it's
just, just going through your day, you had a product review with
someone, you gave them some feedback, but the way you delivered
that feedback can be somebody else's career changing moment.
And so the importance we put on those things, and for me
personally, the thing I'm proud of is that | showed up in ways on a
day-to-day basis that others said, Hey, | always could count on your
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teams were some of the best and easiest teams to sit down with
and get things done.

Like you brought a style of collaboration and a culture of
collaboration that I always liked working with your teams, and |
looked forward to that collaboration. So for me personally, that's
the best compliment | could get that people wanted to work with
me and felt like, oh, you're someone that we have a hard problem
to solve. | want you at the table. So | think that is, at the end of the
day, the thing I'm so proud of because the problems are endless
and certainly we see lots of 'em today and needing people that can
build bridges and feeling like those people are invited to the table,
that is something | think the world is struggling with right now. So if
| gave people conviction that you can lead in a different style and
people want you at the table, that to me is something I'm proud of.

Becky Monk: Thank you. What do you think Microsoft's legacy is?

Debbie Thiel: Wow, there are so many pieces to Microsoft's legacy. One of the
biggest things that sticks out to me is as we're thinking about the
evolution of Al and so many individuals, small companies can do so
much with the tech that is upon us now and that is going to be
emerging, our world is going to change quickly. So when you think
about that, | think Microsoft's legacy is to bring that and their
opportunity to bring that history, that stewardship, that
responsibility into how these things evolve. So if you marry what |
talked about with the definition of inclusion and thinking about
diversity across so many more dimensions than we historically have,
if they can marry that with the stewardship and the ethics by which
new tech has to evolve so that it's not leaving people behind so
that it's not misunderstood, so it's not doing things they don't
understand, that's going to be so important in the evolution of Al
ahead of us. So that's what | wish for the company. | hope that we
never lose sight of the importance of security, privacy, accessibility
in products that people are consuming and that at the end of this
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day, end of the day, these are tools for people and the people have
to have control over their tools. So | think that's the most important

thing to me.

Becky Monk: Fantastic. | know we went fast. | know we're at time, but is there any
other thing that we didn't touch on that you really want to touch
on?

Debbie Thiel: Yeah, I'm trying to think. You covered a lot. | definitely wanted to

talk about inclusion, so I'm glad we got to talk about that. And
inclusive design. | think one other thing is just the importance of
design behind everything we do. And even when things don't, the
products of the future aren't necessarily going to show up as apps
or on two dimensional screens and surfaces. Everything needs good
design. And it's good design if it's, like | said, the gestures, thinking
through the voice interactions, natural language interaction that we
have with software and technology and sort of this person to
machine interface, that | think is another incredible opportunity and
legacy is that these companies need to have design being at a seat
at the table. | watched Microsoft go through that evolution in my
time, early days. There was never someone from the design
discipline that was on the SLT or in the highest ranks of leadership.

We didn't have vice presidents of design. But that has changed over
time and | think that is such a critical thing to great product
stewardship of technologies that designers to me bring a worldview
that is ultimately inclusive of everyone. And that's typically what
attracts people to the discipline that is designed. And so | wish for
the company to keep that. That was a super positive change we
went through and that so many more companies think with that
mindset of design has to have that place in leading products for the
future. And that's how we'll make great things happen.

Becky Monk: Absolutely. With you, you have to have the designer involved
because every time something happens where something is created
and the designer's not in the forefront, it needs to be redone.
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Alright, I'm going to turn the camera back, my camera back on and
| will turn the recording off. Okay. Thank you, Debbie. We
appreciate you taking the time to do this.
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