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I N J U N E 2 0 1 2 , Microsoft summoned the technology 

press to Los Angeles for a surprise product announce

ment. Basil-cucumber-lemonade vodka cocktails 

waited at the door; the overhead PA system cranked 

"We Are Young," that anthemic cliche by Fun. A who's 

who of Microsoft executives, including C E O Steve 

Ballmer and then-Windows president Steven Sinofsky, 

strutted across the stage to unveil Surface, the first com

puter manufactured by Microsoft in its nearly 40-year 

history. It was a beautiful tablet with a detachable, 

millimeters-flat keyboard—and it was running Win

dows 8, the company's next-gen, touch-forward inter

face. This was Microsoft? Wow. 

The event was a hit. This was good news, because 

Microsoft had more to talk about during the next five 

months. A lot more. 

The very next day, the company held a press event 

in San Francisco to reveal Windows Phone 8, its new 

mobile OS, followed by free beer upstairs at the hotel 

bar. In October, a fleet of reporters flew to Redmond 

for a hands-on session with the Surface; to prove the 

durability of its molded magnesium casing, Sinofsky 

had wheels put on one and rode it like a skateboard. 

Two weeks later, Microsoft took over Manhattan's Pier 

57 to celebrate the release of Windows 8 and the sleek 

new Surface RT model. Four days after that, it held a 

release event in San Francisco for Windows Phone 8 

featuring Ballmer and Jessica Alba and hot food and 

Bloody Marys and mimosas. 

In less than six months, Microsoft had pulled off one 

of the most ambitious product-launch cycles in history. 

It had reinvented Windows for a new era. It released 

its first-ever computer. It had a brand-new phone that 

finally shared the same underpinnings as its desktop. 

And then the reviews began to trickle in. Most were 

just OK. Some were bad. Really, really bad. Two weeks 

after Windows 8 went on sale, its longtime master, Ste

ven Sinofsky, decided to leave the company. 

Phew. Who else needs a drink? 

I T ' S B E E N N E A R L Y 20 years since Microsoft rolled out 

Windows 95, and so much has changed since then. At 

a time when only two in five US households had a com

puter, Microsoft set out to accomplish one of the great 

missions in corporate history: to put a computer on 

every desk and in every home. The excitement about 

Windows 95 was genuine. The TV spot was set to a track 

by the Rolling Stones (at the time, still pretty cool), and 

the system's new startup sound, that shimmering glis-

sando of unresolved mystery, was written by Brian Eno. 

It was hip and wantable—even though it didn't really 
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have to be. Fundamentally you needed 

Windows at home because it was what your 

IT department made you run at work. 

Apple, by comparison, was l imping 

along. Its System 7.5 operating system was 

a mess, and the company would soon kill 

off the intended replacement OS, Copland. 

There was no other clear rival to Microsoft. 

It hadn't merely won; it had shattered all 

opponents. Michael Dell famously sug

gested that Apple liquidate its assets and 

give the money back to shareholders. 

But in the new century, everything went 

wrong for Microsoft. The iPod, the iPhone, 

must get new customers to buy its products because 

they want to, not because they have to for work. But it 

also has to make sure it doesn't lose its existing cus

tomers—universities, corporations, hospitals—who 

need products designed very specifically for the work

place. Microsoft needs to make not just things you need, 

like Office, but things you actually want, like Surface. 

In short, Microsoft needs to be cool again. 

A T C E N T E R S T A G E in this effort is Microsoft's biggest 

balancing act of all, a new vision for Windows itself. 

Windows 8, released in October of last year, is Micro

soft's most fully realized reinvention. It is designed to 

work everywhere—on tablets, desktops, laptops, and 

and then the iPad changed the way we think 

about our devices, recruiting an entire world 

of consumers into the cult of design. Com

puters moved off desks and into pockets and 

bags and watches and glasses and refriger

ators and washing machines. We entered a 

post-PC world. Computers changed from 

being devices we used at work—and a little 

bit at home, on machines whose main qual

ification was compatibility with our work 

machines—to devices that were with us all 

the time. Increasingly it was individuals, 

not their employers, who drove the pur

chasing decisions. And what they wanted 

were things that looked nice and made 

them happy. They wanted the Samsung 

Galaxy Note and the Kindle Fire and, most 

desperately of all, the iPhone: the pinnacle 

of gadget culture, the device that gave rise 

to a new acronym in corporate America— 

BYOD—and forced IT managers everywhere 

to allow Apple products into the workplace. 

This is the world for which Microsoft 

is trying desperately to reinvent itself. As 

Ballmer put it in an October 2012 letter to 

shareholders, Microsoft aims to become a 

"devices and services" company, one that 

makes products to delight the consumer 

and corporation alike. Ballmer understands 

that if it wants to remain oneofthebiggest 

companies in the world, it has to pull off a 

tricky, almost impossible, balancing act. It 

even phones (Microsoft's mobile OS, Windows Phone 8, 

shares some of the same basic code base). Windows 8 is 

meant to bring beauty and elegance to all those places. 

It is wonderful. And people hate it. 

They hate it because instead of unifying everything, 

Windows 8 is a fractured, bipolar experience. In its 

attempt to balance the demands of good design and 

those of its conservative user base, the OS winds up 

being an uncomfortable mix of playfulness and stodgi-

ness, the mullet of computer operating systems. 

On one side is Metro, the "design language" that serves 

as the centerpiece of Microsoft's reinvention. Influenced 

by navigation signage, including that of Seattle's own 

Metro transit system, Metro is beautiful, with a consis

tent set of sans serif typefaces designed in conjunction 

with the legendary studio Agfa. It's meant to be the next 

generation of computing interface, one in which fluid, 

readable data tiles replace the icon-based one we've 

known since the early days of the Macintosh. The idea 

is that Metro's design will flow across every Microsoft 

platform—Xbox, Windows, Windows Phone, and more. 

Metro's genesis goes back to the design used for the 

1990s-era Encarta, Microsoft's encyclopedia appli

cation long ago cast into irrelevance by Wikipedia. 

From there it moved to the Zune and Xbox and made 

its big debut in Windows Phone 7. At the time, Win

dows Mobile was dying and the company could afford 

to experiment. And sure enough, on the strength of its 

design, Windows Phone 7 was an instant critical dar

ling. "I 'm kind of shocked. Every screen is much more 

beautiful than the same apps on Android and iPhone," 

raved Apple cofounder Steve Wozniak. (It wasn't with

out problems. In a boneheaded 

oversight, Microsoft failed to 

secure the Metro name, which 

apparently was locked up by 

the German retailer Metro AG. 

So, after touting "Metro style" 

over and over again in public, 

the company suddenly dumped 

the name with little explana

tion just before Windows 8 

launched. Today, what was 

once Metro is known variously 

as "Windows 8-style UI" or "the 

new Windows UI" or "Windows 

8 Store-style" or "Modern UI 

style" or "Microsoft Design Lan

guage," depending on who you 

ask and when. We've decided 

to just stick with Metro here.) 

Across all platforms, Metro 

functions as a constant informa

tion delivery system. Through 

so-called Live Tiles, it trickles 

tidbits of data to users at every 

possible opportunity, so they 

can get the information they 

need without having to fire up 

an app. The icon for the calendar 

app itself tells you that you have 

a meeting in an hour. Your mail 

icon cycles through the subject 

lines of your new messages and 

who they're from. The weather 

icon shows current conditions. 

Information comes to you; you 

don't have to ask for it. 

Once you click through into 

an app, information takes over 

the full screen, with menus 

appearing only when you swipe 

in or up from the edges. And 

those swipes are just one of the 

wonderful new gestures that 

Metro incorporates; another is 

Semantic Zoom, which makes 
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scrolling through thousands of items simple 

and elegant in a way that Steve Jobs himself 

would have envied. It's a touch-first inter

face, built for a new era of portable devices. 

So much for the party in the back. For 

the business up front, there's the Windows 

desktop, which is largely unchanged. It will 

run your Windows 7 programs. It's brutally 

ugly, especially when compared with Metro, 

but at least it's familiar. 

Why, then, are users not embracing the 

new OS? One reason is the major exception 

to that familiarity: In Windows 8, Micro

soft has killed off its most iconic creation, 

the Start button. 

Journalists love to talk about the courage 

it took for Apple to stop producing the iPod 

mini, then its best-selling device. But that 

was nothing compared with Microsoft axing 

the Start button. For millions of people, the 

Start button was how you used Windows. It 

was the gateway to everything. But Microsoft 

decided it was a gateway to the past. Julie 

Larson-Green, corporate VP of Microsoft's 

Windows division, believes tomorrow's key 

actions will be based not around launching 

applications but around the flow of d a t a -

giving it to users or letting them broadcast 

it themselves. "With Windows 8, it's about 

how we can put information at their finger

tips rather than applications," she says. 

But Windows users responded with con

fusion and even anger to this disruption in 

their long-established workflows. People 

took to YouTube to post reaction videos of 

attempts to use Windows 8 without the Start 

button. (Predictably, Hitler took the news of 

its disappearance poorly.) The media pub

lished story after story on ways to work 

around its absence. Third-party programs 

designed to replace the miss

ing menu racked up millions of 

downloads. It was a metaphor 

for everything wrong with the 

new Windows. 

There is a secondary effect 

of losing the Start button: It 

drives people to Metro. Click 

where the Start button once 

was and you're taken to the 

Start screen, a Metro environ

ment where you can "pin" appli

cations for easy launching. As it 

turns out, though, people don't 

want to go through Metro, and 

the proof is in the sales. Not 

only has Windows 8 adoption 

lagged behind Windows 7 dur

ing the first four months after 

its release, the data (see chart) 

shows it isn't even keeping up 

with Vista, which was widely 

considered a disaster. Even Win

dows advocates and defenders 

concede the deck is on fire. "Any

one who was hoping for a quick 

reversal of trends should be dis

appointed by Windows 8's mar

ket acceptance so far," wrote the 

generally pro-Microsoft blogger 

Paul Thurrott this winter. Acer 

president J im Wong—whose 

company is in the business of 

making Windows m a c h i n e s -

has said flat out that "Windows 

8 itself is still not successful." 

I N B A L L M E R ' S L E T T E R T O 

shareholders, the CEO talked 

about s e l l i n g to the work

place, and the very first thing 

he said was this: "Fantastic 

devices and services for end 

users will drive our enterprise 

businesses forward." In other 

words, if Microsoft makes great 

gear, people will want to use it 

on the job. After years of own

ing the corporate market and 

expecting consumers to follow, 

Redmond is now staking out a 

BYOD strategy of its own. 

Such was the concept behind 

Surface, which was meant to 

embody the new Windows. And like the new Windows, 

it was wonderful and people hated it. ("We hadn't looked 

forward to something this much in a long, long time," 

wrote the tech blog Gizmodo. "Now it's here. And it's 

been just as long a time since a gadget has been so dis

appointing.") Surface had succeeded too well in being 

the embodiment of Windows 8—it tried to be too many 

things to too many people. "It's like the investment 

banker who suddenly decides to become a skater," notes 

a former employee who was privy to the changes. 

Here's the problem with trying to be that cool skater 

type: Microsoft's core products just aren't that cool, and 

they possibly never will be. There are many important 

tasks—creating spreadsheets, databases, presenta

tions—that we won't (or maybe even can't) carry out 

on Jolly Rancher-blue magnesium phablets. Indeed, 

Microsoft's legacy business and cash cows essentially 

depend on it not being cool, at least for now. 

Inside the tech industry and among those of us who 

write about it, we expect things to happen immediately, 

or even sooner. But Microsoft is a big old ship, and turn

ing it around takes time. So it's right that Ballmer and 

company are looking five years ahead. 

Surface, Windows 8, and most especially the inter

face formerly known as Metro—these things are start

ing points. Microsoft is learning. It's moving to a yearly 

release cycle, with each release looking better than 

the last. And in the process, it's embracing the idea of 

a mobile, portable future in which we arm ourselves with 

whatever device suits our needs at the moment. It is mov

ing away from the desktop, but in such a way that it can 

still serve those who need the desktop. Thanks to deep 

integration with the cloud, changes you make in one place 

are reflected everywhere, automatically and invisibly. 

The gestures it has developed are by far the best on any 

OS. And it's already starting to solve its chicken-and-egg 

problem, where developers and users each wait for the 

other to embrace the platform. As developers trickle in 

(Twitter, for example, just rolled out its first full-featured 

Windows 8 app in March), so will users. 

We are in a great moment of transition. In just a few 

more years it will seem bizarre that our various screens 

all needed different drivers, that they showed different 

data. Game consoles are dead men walking. The phone 

is a relic. TiVo is something your father used. Every

thing is coming together, and Microsoft is as suited 

as any company to grapple with this change and flip it 

over on its back. Make no mistake: Microsoft is still a 

lumbering giant. But for the first time in years, it's lum

bering in the right direction. 
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Text Box
Fonte: Wired, San Francisco, ano 21, n. 5, p. 100-112, May 2013.




