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Customer focus is second nature to Bruce
Chizen. He learned its importance in his
dad’s Brooklyn appliance store, where he
helped out on weekends while still in ele-
mentary school. At San Jose, California-
based Adobe Systems, where Chizen has
been CEO since 2000, he has leveraged those
early lessons into the sort of distinctive
capability that most competitors can only
dream of.

Adobe is best known for products that serve
the needs of creative professionals like
graphic designers, photographers and archi-
tects—content design tools including Photo-
shop, Illustrator and InDesign. The Creative
Solutions business unit accounts for about
56 percent of the company’s revenues and 
is set for a boost in the spring of 2007,
when the latest version of Adobe Creative
Suite is scheduled for release. 

Chizen, however, has also raised the promi-
nence of another division, Knowledge Worker

Solutions, which provides products that
support customer collaboration and communi-
cation—most notably Adobe Acrobat, which
creates and edits PDF files that can be viewed
on any computer that has Adobe Reader soft-
ware, which is already installed on more than
500 million computers worldwide and is also
available as a free download from the Internet.

Microsoft Corporation, where Chizen worked
in the 1980s, succeeded by making Windows
a platform. Adobe’s goal is to turn Reader, 
as well as the Flash Player, into a platform,
building Acrobat and other applications on
top. With revenues of $1.97 billion in fiscal
2005 and a mid-November 2006 market capi-
talization of about $24 billion, Adobe is still
a minnow to Microsoft’s whale. But it is
already the fifth-largest software company 
in the world. And it’s likely to double in size
over the next few years.

With the $3.4 billion acquisition of Macrome-
dia in December 2005, which brought with it
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the Flash SWF format for creating
interactive web content, Adobe
strengthened its market focus and
positioning, one of the three building
blocks of high-performance business,
in the Internet-enabled software mar-
ket of the future. Adobe software now
sits behind sites like YouTube and
MySpace. And both Flash and Reader
are spreading to cell phones. 

Adobe’s long-term aim is to provide
the interface for any device with a
screen—a cross-platform capability
that could revolutionize the way
users communicate. The company
started life by creating an equally
revolutionary product—the innova-
tive PostScript printer controller,
which helped pioneer desktop pub-
lishing. But Microsoft has similar
cross-platform ambitions—and newer
competitors loom as well. 

Chizen knows that rapid growth will
pose plenty of challenges for Adobe.
But as he told Outlook Industry Edi-
tor Wendy Cooper, his commitment
to “revolutionizing the way the
world engages with ideas and infor-
mation” remains undiminished.

Outlook: How does Adobe manage to
stay so close to its customers’ needs? 
Chizen: We listen to our customers
and try to understand their needs,
but what I think we do that’s unique
is project those needs out based on
where we see technology going. 
Our customers aren’t always able to
articulate what their needs are going
to be, but because we understand
where technology is headed, we 
are able to interpret what they are
saying into future products. 

How exactly do you do that? 
We use both formal and informal
mechanisms to listen to our customers.
We have very sophisticated quantita-
tive research. We also use focus
groups. And we use informal net-
works through the Web. We use the
Adobe Labs website, for instance
[which includes customer forums

and a wiki—a piece of server soft-
ware that allows users to create and
edit webpage content], to showcase
what we’re working on and get real-
time feedback from customers about
products and technologies that we
are thinking about. Sometimes we
don’t get it right and we have to 
go back and reinvent. But because
we spend a significant percentage 
of our revenue on research and
development, we are able to con-
stantly realign what we are doing
based on what the customers are
telling us. We get their feedback 
and make changes accordingly.

You are in a highly competitive
industry as far as skills and talent 
are concerned. How do you make
sure that you are getting the best
people for your workforce?
We have been ranked as one of 
the best companies to work for 
by many publications around the
world, and we work hard on main-
taining that status. We have an open
environment—an open–door policy,
without a lot of management filter-
ing: I reply to every e-mail from an
Adobe employee. 

We also provide competitive benefits.
We have tried to make sure that our
high performers are differentiated,
putting in a much more rigorous
process to identify the low performers
and helping them either to improve 
or to find new jobs within the com-
pany—or, where appropriate, a new
job outside the company.

We try, above all, to make Adobe a
unique place to work, and at the end
of the day I believe that what makes
us [different] is that we give our
employees the opportunity to work
on products that truly change society.

The industry is changing too, of
course, thanks to the Internet. How
are you helping your customers
embrace these changes?
We are at the heart of a lot of the
things that are going on with the
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Internet—how information is dis-
played and expressed, the types of
media used, how content is created.
Much of that is already done using
Adobe software products, so we have
an intimate knowledge of the capa-
bilities that the Internet can offer.

Our customers can already develop
content that could be communicated
both on the Web and through a
mobile phone—content like a digital
image or digital photo or a graphics
animation. In fact, if you look today
at any content, whether it is in print
or on the Web or on a mobile hand-
set and even on some consumer 
electronic devices, there is a high
probability that that content was
touched by an Adobe product.

What are some specific steps you 
are taking?
Right now, we are looking at how
we could take our existing offerings
and make them more appropriate 
in a world in which everybody is
connected—eventually, through very
high-speed networks. Looking at
how people are using the Web and
accessing and engaging with infor-
mation allows us to begin to adjust
our business and delivery models to
accommodate that usage. 

Our competitors are trying to do
similar things. But we believe that 
as long as we stay true to what we
do well and focus on our unique
customer set, we will have a com-
petitive advantage over them.

Even in the mobile space, which is 
so hotly contested?
Many mobile handsets today
include our technology, with prod-
ucts like Flash Lite. For 25 years,
we’ve been learning that the only
way to compete successfully is to
innovate—and to innovate aggres-
sively. We are one of the few com-
mercial desktop software companies
that was around 20 to 25 years ago.
I like to think that’s because we

focus aggressively on innovating
and developing solutions for our
customers in areas where we think
we have intimate knowledge. 

You are also moving much more
aggressively into the enterprise space—
an area where you have not been 
historically dominant and where you
have a lot of competition. 
We have always been a provider of
enterprise solutions. There are many
magazine and newspaper publishers
and broadcast companies that rely
on Adobe solutions for the mission-
critical delivery of their products
and/or services. Where we have
become much more aggressive is in
offering mission-critical solutions
for workflows in vertical industries
like financial services, health [care]
and pharmaceuticals, where the
quality and reliability of information
are really important and where the
information has to be communicated
to the outside world. That tends to
be industries that are regulated by
government agencies or government
agencies themselves.

Won’t that involve a whole new 
marketing and sales model?
Entirely new—and that takes time to
develop. But it’s really no different
from when we made the transfor-
mation from being a PostScript 
company to developing desktop
applications like Photoshop and
Illustrator that are sold directly to
end users. That was a major trans-
formation for Adobe, and we
demonstrated that we could make 
it happen. My background is in
sales and marketing, and it’s cer-
tainly a place where I’ve focused 
a lot of my attention. Over time, we
have been able to leverage the suc-
cess of our products into our sales
and marketing efforts. In particular,
we have been able to take advan-
tage of the success of Adobe Reader
and Adobe Flash Player to help
increase exposure to the company
brand and what we do.
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How are you responding to the emer-
gence of software as a service—or sell-
ing software on a fee-for-use basis? 
A number of our offerings today are
sold as a service. We sell an Acrobat
product for PDF creation and collab-
oration, and we have an online sub-
scriptions service that offers similar
functionality over the Web. We also
just released Acrobat Connect, which
allows users to do conferencing,
voice collaboration and instant chat
online on a real-time basis. These
are subscription-based services. You
will see us continue to roll out new
solutions that can be offered as host-
based or software as a service. Some
of our offerings, though, are still
more appropriate on the desktop
because the capability of a desktop
computer is much more powerful.
And some of our solutions will be
hybrid in nature. 

Won’t all these efforts involve forging
new types of partnerships?
Adobe has a history of working
closely with very important partners.
From day one, with our PostScript
business, we worked with Canon 
and HP and Apple. We have also
worked closely with folks like Sony
and Eastman Kodak in our digital
photography business. Now we are
working with partners like SAP in
our enterprise business. We are part
of SAP’s new platform. And we have
new partnerships with Google, and
with Salesforce.com, which offers
PDF creation online, in the software-
as-a service space. We have learned
by partnering that we can compete
more effectively, especially against
very large competitors.

Adobe is poised to become much big-
ger too. Doesn’t that suggest you will
have to become less fluid and flexible
and much more process-driven? 
I learned early on at Adobe that it’s
all about managed anarchy—giving
our technical, engineering and
research community a lot of flexibil-
ity to experiment and to play, but
with a layer of discipline on top.

In late 1998, we got into trouble. The
world around us was moving very
quickly: the dot-com bubble was just
beginning, Adobe had grown very
quickly, and its business was not
doing as well as we had hoped. We
were forced back then to add a whole
series of business processes that
allowed us to survive and are still
serving us well today.

Can you give some examples?
We did not have clear definitions 
of product milestones, for example.
Every team’s definition was different,
so we never really knew when a
product was going to ship. We also
had multiple ERP systems around the
world that didn't tie easily into one
another. It would take us weeks after
the close of the quarter to really
understand how well we were doing.

Now we have a very formal product
lifecycle process through which
every major project passes, all the
way from concept to delivery. And
because we have one ERP system, we
also know on any given day which
products are selling where and how
we are doing against our plan and
our forecast. We can close our books
and report our financials within a
week and a half of the close of the
quarter—and that includes going
through the audit process.

But the challenges of today are very
different from those of 1998. How
will you manage them?
It was easier in some ways when we
were a smaller company for a few of
us to make all of the decisions. As a
$3 billion company and certainly as 
a $5 or $10 billion company, that
model can no longer work. We have
to have more people working for us
who are skilled and experienced
enough to make the right decisions
and able to push decision making
down into their own organizations.
We also need to make sure that we
are prioritizing our growth opportuni-
ties, putting the appropriate resources
against them and revisiting decisions
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frequently because of the way that
the industry continues to change.

We need to recognize, too, that we
are a global provider of solutions
with a global workforce—half our
revenues are generated outside the
U.S. It’s sometimes easy to be very
Silicon Valley-centric! 

We now have a management team
that represents many executives from
around the world. We also have
employees who understand the differ-
ences between the markets we are
trying to serve. A great example is
mobile, where here in the United
States we were laggards. It’s nice to
have employees in places like India
and China and Japan and Korea who
understand the advances in mobile,
because here it's harder to internalize.

Our facility in India, where we have
about 900 people, also allows us to
tap into a very highly qualified talent
pool. They do high-quality work
either on components of our products
or, in some cases, on whole projects.

Adobe will obviously be a much bigger
company five years from now, but will
you also be a very different company?
If there is one company I try to
model Adobe after, it’s Honda. We
might think of them as an automo-
bile company, but what they really
do is build great engines—of all kinds
and for all kinds of customers. And
as they’ve evolved from motorcycles,
through cars to aircraft, they’ve
remained true to their mission—great
manufacturing of very high quality.

It’s the same with Adobe. You might
think of us as a digital photography
company if you use Photoshop, a
supplier of mission-critical work-
flows or as the people who produce

Acrobat. However you see us, at the
end of the day there will be a consis-
tent theme running through all our 
offerings and for all our customers—
providing software that revolution-
izes the way the world engages with
ideas and information. 

With PostScript, it was about taking
information off the computer screen
and making sure it could print reli-
ably on any printer. We now want
to do the same thing across plat-
forms—with documents, with images
and graphics, and with video. We
want to make sure that anybody
who is creating information can 
do so in a reliable, compelling and
engaging way.
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