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The Ivey Business Review discusses strategy 
with a leading technology industry expert.

Conducted by Matthew Ball and Joseph Ghobrial

[IBR] What type of role does marketing play in the technology 
industry? What is the dynamic between the marketing 
department and product development?

[Michael Mace] There are two types of marketing: outbound 
marketing, which is giving messages to customers, and inbound 
marketing, which is understanding customers – what they 
need, how they think, and what would they respond to. A lot of 
companies call that product management. The problem is that 
many tech companies just hire junior engineers into product 
management roles or an engineer who was not quite good enough 
on the math or coding side. They are in product management 
because the assumption is that they are still technical enough to 
talk to engineers.

The result is that these companies separate the understanding 
of users from product development. That’s why we get so many 
products that only an engineer would love and it’s one of the 
reasons why Apple is able to routinely outmanoeuvre so many 
other companies. Apple treats product management as a separate 
discipline with its own skill set. Meanwhile, much of the Valley 
treats marketing only as an outbound function designed to tell the 
customers why they are supposed to love the product after it is 
made. That is a major problem for a 
lot of tech companies. 

Why is there such a resistance to 
the role of marketing and customer 
insight in product development?

For a lot of the companies, it is the 
engineers who are in charge. They 
are the ones who are funded by the 
VCs and are the CEOs. They think 
marketers are lightweights, not 
knowledgeable and even kind of 
dumb. As a result, they believe they 
should be excluded from significant product decision-making roles. 
It is a cultural thing within a lot of companies – and in many cases, 
it’s also a self-fulfilling prophecy. The people these companies hire 
for outbound marketing are very communication-oriented. They 
aren’t technical and don’t really understand the details very well 
– so they are not going to be able to make technology decisions. 
There aren’t a lot of product management degrees being granted 

out there. Apple develops these people internally; they spend years 
and years at Apple learning how to do that. 

After solving the Product Manager problem, how do you create a 
process that can create great products?

When I was consulting full-time, it was very common for us 
to have a tech company contact us and say, “We’ve finished the 
development of the product and we need to figure out now who 
is going to buy it and exactly how we should market it. We need 
a go-to-market plan.” And so we’d ask them, “What is the market 
we are targeting?” And they’d say “16 to 45 year olds with a lot of 

money.” So at a lot of companies, again 
because of this outbound marketing 
and because the product is coming 
from and insulated engineering team, 
this marketing process is treated as an 
afterthought. When you do that, the 
success or failure of your products is 
pretty much a random draw. 

The right way to do it is to get a small 
number of people who understand 
the customers and the technology 
really well. You need people who can 
honestly sit at both tables. They are not 

really outbound marketing people; they are people who are really 
good at using market research, data, talking to people, watching 
focus groups and thinking about customers. Getting inside their 
heads to the point where they can act as a proxy for the customer 
and can reliably say, “If we do this, the customer is going to be 
delighted.” You can’t go to the customers and ask, “If I develop 
this completely new product, would you like it?” because they just 
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can’t picture it. If you can get that person to have enough technical 
skills that they can engage with the engineer (they don’t have to be 
an engineer, they just need to be able to speak the same language), 
then they can translate those customer needs through to the 
engineers. Of course, you will also need engineers who are willing 
to take that feedback. But if it’s properly done, and somebody is 
patient enough to explain the need 
credibly, there are a lot of engineers 
who will go along with it. It’s just that 
it isn’t done properly most places and 
the people who try to play this role 
don’t really understand how to do it. 

But at Apple for instance, the product 
managers are dictators. If you do 
a good job and you create a good 
product, you get to keep your job. 
If you do a crappy job, they fire 
you. That Darwinian nastiness very 
quickly produces a cadre of really 
good product managers.

Contrast that with someone like Google. They just don’t do 
product management very well. Google is a playground of a bunch 
of engineers doing whatever they feel like doing and that doesn’t 
produce good products, and that’s why they have such a bad 
batting average of creating products for end users. They have some 
highly successful products, as well as those still propped up by the 
company’s scale – but if you look at how many they’ve actually 
released, their success rate is not particularly strong.

Was product management Steve Jobs’ primary talent?

Steve was also a fantastic communicator, but I think his one 
essential skill was that he was the ultimate product manager. If 
he’d been a terrible communicator but a great product manager, he 
still could have saved Apple. But the opposite is not true.

Was this the problem at Apple while you were there? What has 
changed since?

A lot of the things I talk about for product management were in 
place at Apple. That institution existed before I got there and it 
was still intact when I left. What wasn’t there was decisive senior 
management who would say, “This is how we are going to focus, 
even if people disagree.” When Steve wasn’t there, you had a lot of 
very bright and very strong willed people who wouldn’t cooperate. 
There wasn’t senior management intellectually strong enough 
to pull them in line. So, the typical Apple behaviour when Steve 
wasn’t there was that people would appear to agree in meetings 
and support senior management; however, once they returned to 
the offices they would say, “That’s a dumb idea, I don’t agree with 
that, I’m not going to cooperate with that.” Without Steve there 
to call people on this and fire those not helping the company, it 
became a dysfunctional culture where it was very hard to get 
things done and focus. 

Can RIM compete from Waterloo, Ontario? Was it a mistake not 
to shift more, if not all, of its operations to the Valley? 

That’s a hard question. If you took the same RIM culture and put 
them in the Valley, it would still be dysfunctional. Strong product 
management doesn’t have to be in the Valley. But, for one, you 

have to be able to pick good product 
managers. Number two, you have to 
be willing to empower them to ride 
roughshod over everyone else. And 
number three, you have to have senior 
management to prioritize down to the 
number of projects you can afford.  I 
don’t see any of those things having 
existed within the culture and the 
management structure that RIM has, 
so relocation to Silicon Valley wouldn’t 
have made a difference. In fact, I know 
some of the people who were working 
for RIM in Silicon Valley, and they 
were pretty frustrated. 

Do you have a perspective on why Palm struggled and what that 
has in common with RIM – a company that seems to have pushed 
Palm out of the market and now seems to be following it out? 

In my view, RIM didn’t push Palm out of the market. Palm screwed 
itself. There are certain things I argued for that the company didn’t 
do and I can claim had they, things might have been different. But 
nobody did it to them. I need to take some of the blame for that.

Palm had problems with its senior decision making. Its primary 
issue was that it tried to do too much and as a result, nothing was 
ever done with the polish it needed. Too many bugs remained and 
products shipped that shouldn’t have been shipped. 

In addition, the company failed to make the jump from generating 
demand based on a couple of features, to generating demand based 
on a broader value proposition to customers. Palm had a lot of the 
attributes that Apple has – a really big base of developers and a 
product becoming increasingly versatile - but senior management 
was very focused on quarterly results and did not want to make 
the marketing investments that were necessary to articulate that 
Palm was a platform with hundreds of things and apps that you 
could do with it. As a result, people thought a PDA was just for 
contacts and address books. As soon as these aspects were built 
into a phone, Palm was done. It’s a shame. I believe things could 
have been very different.

RIM has some similarities in the sense that RIM didn’t pivot well 
from its initial position in the marketplace and they lost the focus 
on who their customer was. They were transfixed on the fact the 
iPhone was doing all these entertainment features. As a result, they 
believed they needed to hang out with rockstars, like Will.i.am, and 
focus on developing media capabilities. I wish they had said, “Let’s 
let Apple appeal to the entertainment-oriented people. We’ll create 
the best smartphone for business people and accept we won’t own 
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the entire market – but we will own our segment.” There are tons 
of features they could have added to the BlackBerry to make it the 
best product for busy business people 
on the go. Instead, RIM transformed 
itself into a bad imitation of Apple 
across the board. You do Apple-like 
things less well than Apple, with less 
effective marketing than Apple and 
less well-designed products than 
Apple. What a shock you’re not doing 
as well. 

What types of applications would 
have augmented their value 
proposition to enterprise customers? 

Don’t get too focused on “enterprise,” 
think of busy business people. In that 
situation, they should have focused 
on tighter integration with things like 
Microsoft Office Suite to make life 
easier, especially on the go. RIM has 
played around in this space. They 
bought Tungle.me, a contact management company designed to 
simplify the process of finding and connecting with friends and 
colleagues through your “social graph.” They’ve never really 
done anything with these investments or opportunities. It would 
have been great if a BlackBerry came with a feature that would 
automatically find available parking spaces for me in San Francisco. 
There are people working on web services for this problem and 
eventually it will happen. But what if RIM had said four years 
ago, “We’re going to do it now”? They wouldn’t have needed to 
do a dozen of these – just three of four robust use cases – and just 
focused everyone and their attention on these features. At the very 
least, they would have been able to hang onto their core customers 
today – but they decided to chase Apple instead. 

How did GM beat Ford in the 1920s or 1930s? It was market 
segmentation and the creation of specialized products for these 
segments. When combating a Ford-like competitor, which Apple is 
today, what does everyone do? Do they create specialized products 
– the proven model for overcoming a leader like that? No. They just 
try to do imitation Model-Ts. You are not going to be a better Apple 
than Apple. Be something else.

What is it like working in San Francisco and Silicon Valley? 

There are a number of great aspects about everyone working 
together here. The tricky part is you have to be very careful that you 
don’t get caught up in the Silicon Valley “echo chamber,” where 
everyone is just repeating to each other what they hear, read online, 
and therefore assume to be true. To give you an example, there are 
really, really serious problems with Windows 8. It has taken a long 
time for that idea to just barely penetrate the mindset of people in 
the Valley and I still don’t think it has fully gotten there. That’s just 
a case where you had a lot of people talking about it, looking at the 
demos, hearing internal reviews, and thinking it was great. Only, 

you didn’t have a lot of people actually using it hands on, and the 
best way to know what is going on is to use the products hands on 

and see what they are actually like. 

Is it your understanding that the 
product isn’t functioning properly 
or that people aren’t taking to it as 
Microsoft would have hoped?

No – it’s not even that. There are just 
serious problems with the product. 
I’ve been playing with Windows 8 
and there are some things about it 
that are really cool, and then there 
are some things that make me think, 
“Do they really think they can ship 
it like this? Are they kidding? What 
exactly is going on in their heads?” 
I’m starting to be worried about what 
their adoption is going to be like and 
how customers  are going to react 
when they actually start receiving this 
software built into their PCs. I had a 

lot of trouble actually figuring out how to turn off the computer 
after installing Windows 8 – I couldn’t find the off button. Compare 
that to the iPad. These are key problems: how do I find my apps, 
how do I turn this thing off, and how do I tell it to go to sleep as 
opposed to turning it off? I eventually figured it out but it took me 
a while, and if it takes me a while, I really worry about somebody 
getting this with no instructions and being on their own. I think 
a lot of these decisions are mistakes and they are going to end up 
regretting it. 

How do you believe Windows 8 will be received on the tablet 
side?

Windows 8 has clearly been designed more for tablets. My question 
though is, and this is back to the question about RIM: Who is the 
unique customer that this is made for? Who is this a better product 
for? Or is Microsoft trying to make a better tablet than Apple and 
trying to sell to the exact same customers that Apple is selling the 
iPad to? If what you are trying to do is be a better iPad than the iPad 
– good luck, my best wishes to you because Apple is already there 
and they’re not standing still. Remember when Microsoft tried to 
make a better iPod than the iPod, called the Zune? I’m concerned 
that maybe what they are going to do is try to do a Zune. 

You were hired by a billion-dollar company to defend itself 
against an assault from Microsoft. Can you walk us through the 
process? 

There was a time when Microsoft, because it was trying to grow its 
revenue by 10% every year, was just viciously going after any new 
market they thought they could pick off a billion dollars in. The 
client was a major, well-established software company, but they 
were nonetheless completely freaked out because Microsoft was 
going straight at the center of their marketplace. We helped them 
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a lot in terms of understanding why Microsoft was doing it, how 
Microsoft was going to react, and most importantly, how to keep 
Microsoft away. 

Essentially, Microsoft would go and attack eight different markets 
with the expectation that they would not win in all eight. They 
would then throw all their reinforcements against the markets 
where they were getting the most traction and abandon the others.

The trick in fighting them was exactly 
that: give enough initial resistance 
so that Microsoft would fire the 
guys in charge and refocus resources 
elsewhere. You do a lot of temporary 
price promotions to make it difficult 
for them to make any money and drag 
out their timetable for success. It isn’t 
a permanent decision, but you need 
to recognize that you’ll need to take a 
hit for six months to survive. Get your 
marketing people to relentlessly point 
out the flaws in their nascent product. 
We explained this process to them, and then we did a ton of internal 
coaching about “here’s how to fight; this is what you want to do; if 
you notice this, do this; here’s an idea for a marketing program you 
can do against them, or here is what you can do with your price.”

We all agree information overload is a growing problem. You are 
currently the CEO of a startup, Cera Technology, that’s focused 
on this problem. What can you tell us about it?

People tend to think of information overload as if it’s some sort of 
disease. The Wall Street Journal recently suggested that those who 
hoard information have OCD and equated them to people who 
save old pizza boxes. They literally interviewed psychotherapists. 
The idea that you need to get rid of files is twisted, given the way 
hard drive storage is growing. Why should you ever throw away 
a file when you know you might need it in the future? It’s not like 
they’re going to attract rats.

The problem with having a whole bunch of computer files is that 
it’s really hard to search them to find the stuff that you need. The 
search engines are either built around what was good for searching 
a 40MB hard drive in 1993 or they’re built around keyword search 
for the web which doesn’t work that well for your personal files 
because you may not remember the keyword that you stored 
something under. For busy business people (this goes back to 
market segmentation), who do the most information productivity 
work, they get totally overwhelmed with the amount of 
information that’s constantly rolling into their lives. The meetings 
that they have, the documents, the emails – it’s just more than they 
can process and retain. They start forgetting context around things 
they really need like, “Gee, I recognize this person’s name but I 
can’t remember what my context is with him and I can’t remember, 
did I promise him something? I’m about to go in this meeting and I 
don’t remember what exactly I’m supposed to do in it.”

So you need a software tool that goes across all of those different 
places where your information is stored – your emails, documents, 
calendars – pull it together, and be able to follow the connections 
between them. Then you need an experience that lets you navigate 
that by whatever little bits and pieces you remember. If all I 
remember is the restaurant where I had a meeting with someone, 
I need to be able to search by the name of the restaurant. Maybe I 
met someone for lunch at the CES tradeshow and CES took place 
in the first half of January; the tool should let me just see the lunch 

meetings I had in the first half of 
January for the past couple of years. 
It’s not a search engine, it’s a context 
engine that will let you recreate 
context around things you halfway 
remember. For those mid-career, busy 
professionals who have this problem 
the worst, if you can make it work 
well, that’s like the Holy Grail and 
they will gladly pay for an app or 
service that helps. It doesn’t have to 
be perfect. As long as it gets you close, 
you can probably flip through files 

and figure out which one you are after in a short enough period 
of time. 

This sounds like something that’s a good fit for an incumbent 
like Google. How serious of a threat are they for Cera?

It’s interesting. They have started to back away from things that 
they can’t build an advertising business model around. The best 
example is Google Desktop. For Cera, I went around and talked to 
VCs and angels to get their opinion on our product, and they used 
to raise Google Desktop and say, “Well, Google is working in this 
area. Aren’t you going to get smoked?” and yet Google decided to 
kill the product. How interesting. If knowing everything they can 
about a consumer is so critical, why wouldn’t they want to index 
your hard drive? I think the problem is they couldn’t figure out 
how to put any ads against it so they couldn’t make any money off 
it. Google really is a weird kind of beast.

What’s your advice for recent graduates looking to enter the tech 
sector, whether through a startup or joining a Valley company?

Although the hot thing is to do a startup, I think there is a lot to be 
said for working for a while at a fast-growing tech company. Try 
to get into one that’s doing well and hiring a lot of bright people. 
The advantage of this is that you’ll develop a lot of very useful 
connections that you can leverage later on in your career. You’ll have 
a shared set of skills, experiences, and vocabulary that connect you 
with a generation of others in the industry. Silicon Valley runs on 
personal connections, so I can’t overstate the usefulness of getting 
into a “mafia” somewhere. Look at what the Netscape alumni did 
to shape the Internet industry. 

For our complete interview with Michael Mace, including questions 
such as “Who should buy Twitter?” and “What’s the new ‘social’ 
for VCs,” please find us online at www.iveybusinessreview.ca
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