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Media Relations Case Analysis: Microsoft Windows 7

Background: 
Microsoft is a major software publisher that makes an extremely popular operating system called Windows. Microsoft is preparing a follow-up release in 2010 for their newest version of operating system called Windows 7 after a disappointing reception to the previous version, Windows Vista. Their primary competitor is a fast-growing hardware/software company called Apple that manufactures computers and has a competing operating system called Macintosh OS X (pronounced Oh-Es Ten). They also have growing competition from free operating systems offered for cheaper netbook-style computers.

Business Goals:
A. To successfully build customer awareness and anticipation of the upcoming Windows 7 release.

B. To assure OEM partners of a release that will drive consumer purchases of computer hardware.

C. To counter competitors’ and media claims about Windows failings’ without hurting current sales of Vista.

D. To maintain the market position of Windows as the dominant standard in operating systems in businesses, governments, and homes.

Statement of Problem/Opportunities:

Microsoft suffered severe backlash from the rollout of Windows Vista. Media reports focused intensely on the criticism of Vista from all angles. The backlash was so severe that most customers still prefer the older version of Windows, XP, and it is seen as old and outdated.

Recent ads and media have focused a lot of Microsoft’s competitors in the operating system space, and the relative safety of other systems over Windows because of vulnerability to viruses and malicious software. In the past, the response has been to claim that Apple’s computers are no less immune to viruses. This response, rather than highlighting the relative benefits of Windows software and improving quality have led to consumer backlash and more criticism of Windows.

That backlash has affected even the most important and stalwart advocates of Windows software – information systems professionals and OEMs. Many businesses and governments have opted to keep running the outdated version of Windows because of complaints and requests from users. The OEMs have been forced to make Windows XP available to their customers due to lack of demand for Vista.

There is a huge opportunity to reinvent the image of Windows made possible with the upcoming release of Windows 7. The challenge is to highlight the benefits of the Windows operating system without damaging sales of Vista, and keep anticipation high for the next iteration. Some of the possibilities exist to correct the consistent criticisms and maintain their base of business and home users by selling Windows 7 to those customers. Selling Windows 7 will drive business to their other offerings that are exclusive to Windows such as Office and their other media platforms.

The good news is that Microsoft has been in this position before. Between Windows 2000 and Windows XP, there was a version called Windows ME that received a similarly lackluster reception from the press and customers alike.

Communications Goals:

A. Convince home customers that Windows 7 will be a valued and necessary upgrade to their current operating systems.
B. Protect market share and brand dominance of Windows in the PC world.
C. Get rapid partner adoption from OEM computer makers to push Windows 7 as the standard installation on all new computers.
D. Create incentive for business and government IT departments to upgrade to a new version of Windows for all of their users.
Objectives:

A. Favorable media criticism about Microsoft’s operating system offerings in national media.
B. Customer, partner and consumer demand for Windows 7.
C. A favorable opinion from 90% of IT administrators and CIOs in major organizations about adopting Windows 7.
D. Within 6 months of launch, have at least 50% of current Windows users upgrading to Windows 7 or planning to do so.

Key Audiences:
There are several key audiences to reach for the Windows 7 launch. Among the most important are tech media pundits. By convincing early adopters and the media that Windows 7 is a compelling upgrade, they can begin making an early impression on customers. Leo Laporte and Kevin Rose are examples of consumer technology pundits they can attempt to make an impression on.

Another important key audience for Microsoft is IT professionals and CIOs. There are direct media channels that cater to those people specifically, such as CIO Magazine. In addition, by getting early beta copies into their hands, they can prove that there is some value to putting a new version out to all employees.

They have to compete with the growing netbook market. By reaching OEMs about a newer, faster version of Windows built specifically for netbooks with touch-sensitive software built in, they are having great success competing even at a higher price point against free operating systems.

Key Messages:

A. Windows 7 is a valuable and worthwhile upgrade for all Windows users.

B. Windows 7 addresses the shortcomings of Windows Vista and represents a new and modern era for the Windows OS.

C. There is a huge demand for Windows 7 in workplaces and homes.

D. Windows 7 is a more secure and safer operating system than its predecessors and it’s competition.

Strategies & Tactics:

Microsoft is starting buzz early around Windows 7 and emphasizing the changes that are less visually compelling and more compelling to manufacturers and IT departments. They have addressed a major criticism in the product line by reducing the number of versions of Windows available for sale to the general public. It was 7 versions in Windows Vista, and early reports have been about Microsoft making it “easier” on consumers to choose for Windows 7 by offering only 2 primary versions.

They have also released early beta versions to a wider audience than ever before – the general public, the media, systems administrators, and the curious have access to a test version of Windows 7 which appears greatly improved, far more stable, and addresses many criticisms of Windows 7, particularly of the UAC security system that gained a lot of negative notoriety in the press surrounding the Windows Vista launch.

Microsoft has created a huge amount of material to answer questions about the Windows 7 launch and give insight into the the major changes they have made to the operating system. In addition, by making in-place upgrades impossible, they are assuring that everyone who installs Windows 7 gets a standard and hopefully flawless version of Windows. 

They have brought employees working on Windows 7 to the forefront, developers and engineers as well as “ordinary users” within their company to speak about using the new version and their negative and positive impressions. Of course, overwhelmingly, these reviews are positive, but they represent an archetype of casual business users who want to know how the rollout of Windows 7 will affect them and improve their productivity in the workplace with minimal headaches.

Microsoft has also rollout out a clearer “Ecosystem Readiness Program” to let OEM partners and software vendors know what to expect from Microsoft in the future. Rather than building for past platforms, these vendors can build for future upgrades to the Windows platform. They have changed their approach from releasing a final version of a product outline to a flexible one based on developer and partner input. 

Evaluation:

Evaluation can be measured by the enormous success of the beta version reaching far more people than ever before, proving that the campaign to differentiate Windows 7 from Vista is working and there is excitement and anticipation for the newest Windows release. Early media reports are almost universally positive, and the negative reviews mention only good similarities to competitors. 

Sales are not yet measurable, but there appears to be strong demand from OEMs to offer the next version of Windows, as well as from netbook makers to offer a lite version of Windows 7 for netbooks. Early media reports often note how fast Windows 7 is even on minimal hardware. The criticisms that were leveled at Vista are noted in early reviews about Windows 7, mostly in a positive manner, and address how Microsoft has continued to lead in operating system software. Media interaction has been the key change in this release. Microsoft has hired a social media specialist for the Windows 7 rollout and is building the network of media to cover it in a positive manner. Vista, by contrast, had an international rollout with little regard to pre-release versions or making a compelling case to media outlets that it was an important and significant upgrade. 
