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Faced with Matt MacLellan’s lack of personal fulfillment in his management role, coupled with his desire to write software as a developer, Jim Kaplan decided to fully support his protégé’s career transition at Microsoft.  He presented MacLellan with two alternatives:  he could start a new job as a Software Design Engineer (SDE) at Level 33—the same level he was at as program manager for the Vega project—or he could recognize that his software writing skills were less developed and drop down to Level 32.  (He felt a drop of more than one classification would be too demotivating.)
“Dropping a level would allow us to reward his trajectory in engineering as he caught back up in the new discipline,” explained Kaplan.  “He could get two thumbs-up right away at a performance review.”  At Level 32, Kaplan told MacLellan that, while he could hold his salary the same, his stock option eligibility would be significantly less.  Alternatively, if he opted to remain at Level 33, both his salary and stock option grant eligibility would remain the same, but it was very likely that it would take him longer to achieve a desirable performance review rating.
After listening to Kaplan’s warning that opting for the higher level position would almost certainly lead to some early semiannual performance evaluations that were fairly negative, MacLellan decided that he wanted to remain at Level 33.  “It was important to Matt personally to retain his level,” said Kaplan.  “And for him, it was a better growth motivator.”
In March 1998, MacLellan was brought on as a senior SDE on a special project.  In keeping with Microsoft tradition, Kaplan assigned John Weil, an experienced Microsoft veteran, to act as MacLellan’s mentor.  Weil, who was a Level 35 SDE, coached MacLellan on more advanced software development skills.  Predictably, at his first two performance reviews MacLellan received a 3.0 rating, regarded as marginal performance within Microsoft, and far below the 4.0 and even one 4.5 rating he received as a program manager.  But he was climbing the learning curve and, according to Kaplan, his performance was at least “satisfactory” for Level 33.
After Weil had retired, MacLellan took on the leadership role for the project’s software development, and was able to leverage his previous management experience to get the group through its first major milestone.  “He’s been very effective in his new role and is doing really well,” said Kaplan.  “After 18 months on the job, he got his first two thumbs-up rating.”

Commented Kaplan:
I created a huge development opportunity for an employee who was ready to leave.  My object was to develop the employee, so when he realized he was a carpenter and not a general contractor, I put him on a long-term trajectory that has worked very, very well for him.  And there was no issue with Microsoft.  It took me two cycles as a manager to get him on the right track and ask all of the right questions to put him in that position.  But now he’s a happy guy.  It’s good for him, good for Microsoft.


Professor Christopher A. Bartlett and Research Associate Meg Wozny prepared this case as the basis for class discussion rather than to illustrate either effective or ineffective handling of an administrative situation.  It is a supplement to Microsoft’s Vega Project: Developing People and Products, HBS No. 300-004.
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