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“It is true that software cannot exercise the powers of its lightness without the weight of hardware; but it is the software that commands, that acts on the outside world and on the machines, which only exist as a function of software, evolve in order to create increasingly complex programs. The second industrial revolution, unlike the first, was not accompanied by crushing images, such as rolling mills or flows of steel, but was presented as a flow of information traveling along circuits in the form of electronic impulses. Iron machines have always existed, but they obey bytes devoid of weight.”

Italo Calvino, 
Six Memos for the Next Millennium – 1988

 

“Choosing life is always choosing the future. Without this impetus that carries us forward, we would be nothing more than mildew on the earth’s surface.”

Simone de Beauvoir, 
Who Shall Die – 1945




Preface

For over 10 years, we have been undergoing an algorithmic revolution that takes place across many fields with the goal of solving problems, understanding phenomena, anticipating responses or automating tasks. Nowadays, we usually refer to it as “artificial intelligence.” This revolution was made possible through the work conducted on machine learning, with the remarkable improvement in data collection and storage capabilities, and with the significant increase in computing capabilities. This scientific upheaval has been expressed among others by an acceleration in public and private research developments, which has had a dual consequence: a faster translation of research results to industry, and a significant rise in the number of deep tech startups (a startup that is created from a public or private research result). This enables many algorithm-based technologies to emerge in order to help us communicate, work, produce, travel or be treated.

A synonym of innovation and progress for humanity, this revolution also presents threats through a biased algorithmic development – as through the presence of algorithm biases and technological discrimination – through a controversial use such as the manipulation of opinion on the social networks, or through a violation of private life through the misuse of personal data. More broadly, these technological evolutions must be aligned with social evolutions that gather everyone in order to allow each individual to take full advantage of the benefits. Education, regulation as well as data and algorithmic governance support a civilizational project such as this in which science and technology are its driving force and enabler. The technological actors and the heads of state have a strong responsibility in this vis-à-vis the citizens who also have the duty to understand in order to raise the right questions. Social cohesion will therefore be strengthened.

In this work, Carlo Purassanta presents his vision of the paths to be explored and the decisions to be made in order to build a world in which technology serves our civilization and our planet, while avoiding the risks and threats. Today more than ever, because we are living in a constantly sought-after instantaneousness, it is important to think long-term. This is what the author proposes by taking us back in time, to the period when the first computers were invented. But this detour is also on a personal note, as he tells his own story, what drove and inspired him to study engineering, to come to France, to work for the technology leaders or to write this book. By better knowing this former president of Microsoft France, we can understand his convictions, his choices as well as his ambitions for the technological ecosystem that is growing continuously over time. Through an overview and an analysis, through the eyes of a technical executive but also a citizen, Carlo Purassanta uses pedagogy and storytelling to suggest concrete solutions to us so that, as he writes: “digital innovation can contribute to more inclusion.” But also to allow the development of the next-generation actors, perhaps different from those today. He talks about regulation, education, life-long learning, the main role of our political and economic leaders, but also that of the technical and scientific actors, starting with today’s giants. Carlo also reveals the questions that should be addressed, as though he were asking us to reflect alongside him.

Through this work, Carlo Purassanta invites each of us to think about our role in this algorithmic revolution. Whatever our position on the chessboard, we have rights, duties and obligations. These pages also provide us with the objectivity needed for this step back, which we must take in order to give us a crucial impetus so that we can embrace the future and become one of its actors. This is how we can build the next-generation innovations for all of us and made by all of us, while respecting our planet and our civilization.

 

Aurélie Jean

Computational scientist and entrepreneur




Prologue

Finding the strength and humility to take on new challenges

Europe, like each country in the European Union, is faced with a key moment in its history. An industrial revolution is radically transforming the world. Certain countries have understood this and have already started to develop major competitive advantages, while others, potentially hopelessly behind, have not shown the same dynamic. We are still lagging, skeptical, certainly too analytical and not geared enough toward action. This lag risks being fatal to us. The growth and well-being of 450 million citizens of the European Union are linked to an in-depth and necessary transformation of our economic and societal model. The crisis that we’ve just undergone was perhaps the shock needed to make us move. Are we going to solve our problems in the “zona Cesarini,” as the Italians say, using this expression from the world of football? Namely, scoring the victory goal at the very last minute. Better late than never.

The next 10 years will be fundamental for our continent. If we make, with lucidity and ambition, useful investments, we can not only make up for our lag, but build economic value for us, Europeans, and for the rest of the world. If we miss this moment, we’ll have decades of a slow economic crisis before us. A juncture, perhaps not very noticeable but certain, that will weaken our growth and make us increasingly less relevant and competitive, caught sandwiched between the United States and China, which constantly innovate. And even potentially lagging behind other, emerging countries that, today, are moving forward with more humility and conviction.

A restart is needed. It must begin with a fundamental questioning of our mindset and our culture. We must make peace with technology. We must better understand and apprehend the new paradigms. We must rediscover enthusiasm for the creation of competitive products and services on the global level. We must navigate in a world of technological intensity with full control, comprised of maturity, speed and concrete actions. This book’s ambition is to explain the stakes of the digital transformation, propose reflections and above all actions to permit us to accelerate Europe’s digital transition. To concretize a societal project that we have been building for decades and that requires vigorous control. Yes, the moment has come for Europe to restart.

I was fortunate enough to work for two large multinationals, IBM and Microsoft, to travel on every continent and to closely observe the communities focused on technological innovation. The small tech world is relatively recent if we think about, it dates back just a few dozen years at most. There is a very important common factor in it that, in my opinion, would warrant becoming a more universal value, to be transmitted within civil society, based on education to reach the professional sphere: the art of knowing how to restart. In fact, we constantly under-evaluate the vital and pedagogic importance of picking ourselves up in difficult moments to once again enthusiastically forge ahead in new adventures that will lead ever further. However, we learn and we mature in our existence mostly through these moments and the psychological mechanisms connected to them. This is fundamental, as much in our private as in our professional life.

Restarting is what, when we were children, made us suffer when we began school after the long and pleasant summer vacation. We could feel overwhelmed, uncomfortable in leaving a multiple comfort zone to find ourselves in the arena of productive life. More than 20 years later, we discover that embarking on a new adventure, which imposes a little social and professional anxiety on us, is also a privileged moment for learning and surpassing ourselves.

Restarting is what we do one or more times in our lives when we get over a disappointment in our love life. The world collapses for a long and unbearable period. Then a normalization phase gives us back a taste for life as it was “before.” Finally, enthusiasm returns, to get back into a social life, to socialize with new people. Perhaps it is even the chance of coming across the one who will make us happy again.

Restarting is also going back to school to reinvent or improve our professional career. This ranges from “the second chance school” to an MBA and a PhD. There is really no difference from the viewpoint of the courage needed, the personal and family investment, with the hope of a better life and more fullfillment at the other end of the tunnel. And what inner strength there is in once again investing in ourselves!

Restarting professionally is knowing how to close one chapter and open another. This initially requires mourning the segment that we close, taking stock and learning from it. In every case, this calls for diving into the unknown. A dive into cold water that awakens all the senses, stimulates the intellect, re-energizes our neurons and makes it possible to develop other skills. Once we take that step, we rediscover that we are passionate, loved and loving in our new functions. We understand that the beauty of the path taken, it is in fact the discovery of new steps, not rehashing those already taken.

Restarting, for athletes, is not letting yourself become demoralized by a defeat or a perilous situation faced with the adversary. It is knowing how to recover the motivation and desire to win by surprising everyone, by coming from behind and, finally, winning. Let’s remember the final between Ivan Lendl and John McEnroe at the French Open when McEnroe was leading by two sets to zero and insolently eyed a Lendl who regained the back of the court, fought, came back to two sets for each of them and carried the fifth to win the cup. Without mentioning the many epic football games and other amazing performances during which ultra-seasoned athletes, in big trouble, remained extremely competitive, didn’t give up and finally won.

Restarting is also, if I can offer a lighter anecdote connected to my professional career, what we do with our computer when it sends us signs of weakness, suffers from an improbable and suspicious slowness or is totally blocked. In most cases this operation – oh so common – enables the device to recover its efficiency. The machine takes advantage of it to solve a few problems: a loop between the applications, pending software updates. It restarts, as if new, and we get a lot of satisfaction from it.

Restarting is also what American startuppers do by letting go of an earlier adventure – whether it was a commercial success or ended with a disastrous bankruptcy – to embark on a second, third, fourth new business. This entrepreneurial resilience is very representative of a whole Anglo-Saxon success culture, which makes it possible to recover from a failure. It is a culture that, unfortunately, still has no equivalent in the European imagination.

Restarting from an economic viewpoint for a company implies, first of all, acknowledging the end of a cycle. Stating the failure in performance, admitting that it came from a lack of vision and, in all likelihood, the absence of reinvention of the business model itself. This is a very difficult thing to do, especially for an incumbent executive team, and it requires profound humility. Yet, once the failure has been understood, the fact of working on a new founding project instills enthusiasm. Making the transformation releases a strong dose of energy within the teams. Each organization can then be reborn from its ashes, like a phoenix.

Restarting from a geopolitical viewpoint, a little like for a commercial organization, is realizing that a nation is no longer synchronous with modern times. It suffers in terms of its identity, it has trouble expressing itself uniformly on the international level, it sees a decline in the collective well-being, it lacks self-confidence. We know that when citizens start to doubt, the door to populisms of all kinds opens. Those who boost public opinion with simple concepts to make up for the lack of projects and certainties. It is also, and, let me say it clearly, “especially,” the moment for a nation to embark on a new political project. This requires working on the culture, redefining an ambition, breaking down the project into a limited number of large-scale actions that can change the situation in a fundamental, in-depth and long-lasting way for at least a generation.

This book talks about the industrial revolution underway that will transform our society in depth. A revolution whose scope or impact on our daily life most nations in the world have not yet understood. We’ll see that the opportunities to react are gigantic. But there are also threatening signs in the sky. The race has already clearly begun, with the frontrunners still including too few European countries. Whereas all the others, for the moment, are falling behind each day.

We will also see that to breach this gulf and thrust ourselves into the future, each person, each organization, each nation must once again find the humbleness and courage to take in-depth stock of the situation. Understanding what must be initiated in a radically different way. Defining an ambitious action plan on the means to redevelop your project, as much on the personal level as that of a business or a country.

We’re going to examine, throughout the chapters, the art of hatching new ideas. And, above all, the urgency for us, Europeans, to do it. We are, without being fully aware of it, squeezed between the American and Chinese powers whose cruising speed is completely different. Perhaps not from the social or societal viewpoint, but certainly over these last two decades from an economic viewpoint.

The mastery of new technologies and that of certain industrial sectors will make each economic power a winner or a loser in the geopolitical and economic battles of the upcoming decades. A competitive storm has already clearly begun.

For the moment, the United States and China are leading us two sets to zero. It’s up to us to decide if we want to understand our mistakes, stay focused, change tactics, recover and win the match in five sets.

Everything is still possible for our future. It is urgent to shape it with lucidity and a heightened sense of our responsibilities.




Part 1




What if innovations could give meaning back to our future?

Societal and economic inequalities, climate change, loss of the social bond… All these are vital questions. With the Covid-19 crisis, the challenges that we must face have accelerated. The time for reflection has passed, it is now time for action. Real awareness has been raised these last few months in companies, but also with every government worldwide. Guarantors of economic and social vitality, every organization, whether it is public or private, has its share of responsibility by acting with its ecosystems to generate a beneficial impact on all of society.

In just a few months, the pandemic taught us an enormous amount, on ourselves and our mental balance. On our capacity to maintain a rhythm and a balance between professional and private life. But also on the solidity and resilience of everything we’ve built. Each country was confronted with its limits. Each organization verified its capacity to function in a context of worldwide alert. We discovered that men and women adapt at an unhoped-for speed with great agility. But also that the fundamental processes of most organizations, when they had not been recently redesigned with new technologies, suddenly display all their limits and inefficiencies.

This global crisis is unprecedented in history due to the speed with which it spread, as well as its impact and geographic coverage. It has been, very clearly, a large-scale demonstration of the power of new technologies. Where innovation was properly used, things functioned well. Hundreds of millions of people did their jobs at home, discovering the benefits of working remotely. Many companies continued to function with a remote management and supervision capacity. Pharmaceutical research beat every record to produce vaccines. The states’ involvement helped in the understanding and management of the virus’ spread. Where digital technology and data were not correctly used, the gap was striking. Several industrial processes were interrupted. We won’t forget the civil servants or public administrations incapable of working during lockdown. We observed the slow and inadequate decisions of certain world leaders and their governments. We often witnessed incongruous and inefficient decisions, based more on emotion or intuition (political or not) than on scientific facts and transparency, as a modern and well-informed society should deserve.

This lesson will certainly be fundamental for many decisions to come, both in the public and the private sphere. We’ve already observed the emergence of programs intended to support the recovery, programs that are impressive through their decision-making method and the scope of the resources made available. In the United States, the American Rescue Plan received 1.9 trillion dollars, notably to finance reducing social inequalities, finance the most disadvantaged populations with a check so that they could pay their bills. But also, to strengthen the country’s healthcare sector and infrastructures, protect jobs, help provide childcare, preserve small and medium enterprises. In Europe, the “NextGenerationEU,” the restart plan for Europe, is an ambitious 800-billion-euro program. To rebuild post-Covid Europe, a greener and more resilient Europe, it forces the countries to focus on the key themes of the future. Digitizing, the fight against climate change, digital literacy, diversity and inclusion in the world of work and, of course, the healthcare sector.

In the same way, we’ve observed in the private sector a much greater attention to transforming business processes, as well as a rewriting of employment contracts in order to introduce more flexibility and intelligence and better apprehend the new “hybrid” world in which we live. And finally, a solid awareness and, I hope, one that is decisive on social, societal and environmental responsibility.

Do we need a major crisis for us to realize that technology is useful for improving our daily life? Will we learn and finally anticipate the investments needed to build a better world without having to deal with the consequences of a structural decline, with as much economic and social suffering? Will we be able to shape better models, while leveraging available best practices, to set up a timely agenda for the transformations needed, both for public and private organizations? These are the questions, which are certainly rhetorical, but unfortunately vital, that we should ask ourselves.

If the path of digital transformation is obvious, we can’t help but state that the application of this opportunity is very unequal for several reasons. Between continents and countries, large and small companies, the private and the public sector and, lastly, social strata within the same country. These are key questions that we’ll discuss in this book’s chapters.

The year 2020 was for me too, as for all of us, exceptional. It required concentration and major efforts. First it concerned understanding how to best protect Microsoft’s employees. As our business is to provide those digital tools that are essential to continuing the operations of all our clients, we focused on actions making it possible to roll out and use these solutions, with incredible results. We next identified specific programs that aimed at helping schools and hospitals. Last, we provided support to governmental actions, in particular with the buildup of digital applications to ensure the logistics of masks and equipment necessary for the functioning of the French healthcare system. It was a year of extraordinary intensity, but with enormous satisfaction.

The year 2021 was one of consolidation and stock-taking. I was 50 years old on July 5, a lovely holiday weekend. Microsoft allowed me to take a sabbatical, after working in the company for 11 years. It was the occasion for an in-depth reflection on my future projects. How could I contribute to the transformations of this world that could do so much more, so much better, so much faster? I thought in particular about this Europe that I love and its history and culture-laden countries. Countries rich in values to which I am deeply attached and that, however, are so slow and so ill-prepared in their march toward a better future. Did I have the possibility of helping to reverse the situation? Could I contribute more? A strong decision was called for. That of leaving the world of large multinationals, the one that trained and prepared me for 26 years of a career, to embark on a new professional adventure. With the determination and ambition to make my know-how available to new projects, build modern and efficient organizations and help create economic value thanks to everything I was able to learn.




My personal itinerary and what I learned in 26 years of tech

Everything started that day. I was 6 years old, in September 1977, when I entered “seconda elementare” at the Livio Tempesta school in Rome. It was the beginning of a new journey, I still remember my curiosity and anxiety about joining this class. The rest of the children had already spent a year together. I was the newcomer. I didn’t know, at the time, that this would always be the story of my life. I’m someone who is very shy and reserved. No one was more surprised than me at blending into my surroundings without the slightest problem. Today, I can say that the fact of being able to adapt remains one of my personal and professional qualities.

Our teacher was Maria Marranghello, whom I had already come across in June at the admission exam to enter the second year’s class directly. She was one of the organizers of that exam. I found out later that she had spotted me that day and had decided that she wanted me to be in her class. She was a very experienced educator, very famous at the school for her strong political opinions, and also for her “anti-conformist” approach to pedagogy. While following the standard program, she took an interest in all the alternative methods. She constantly mixed tradition and new systems, and she always surprised us with an unconventional approach to our daily activities.

This was an enormous revelation. My upbringing at home had been very strict. A lot of rules, values, principles supposed to “prevent me” from doing “bad” things. I am of course still very grateful to my parents for having given me this framework, it is still the one that shapes me today. But I must also say that I wouldn’t be “me” without what Maria Marranghello contributed to my life as a 6-year-old boy. The capacity to challenge the status quo of the system in which you are immersed, to ensure that you have a critical view of the context and, last, to build your own viewpoint. It was both extraordinary and revolutionary for all the students of this atypical class. It welded us together forever. Forty-five years later, we still talk to each other daily on WhatsApp.

One day, during a school outing, we left to visit a supermarket. We were authorized to “touch everything,” then compare our impressions and our view of what a supermarket was and how it functioned. We studied articles in a daily newspaper and organized a formal debate. We read books “outside the official program.”1 We started our own magazine, Il Ficcanaso, The Snoop, writing articles not only about our school’s activities but also about current events. We were an “experimental class”: we welcomed a girl, Giulietta, who had serious cognitive difficulties. It was also a wonderful experience of acceptance, integration, patience and maturity for me as for all of us.

I owe so much to Maria Marranghello whose singular personality intrigued me. Her vision inspired me, her buoyant energy remains an unequalled example. Her capacity to help us acquire new skills permitted me to show an appetite for learning throughout my life. Her constant determination to challenge outmoded systems, to reinvent the use of learning tools, helped me focus on developing all my analytical skills and critical thinking. Her way of being invested in her mission, of unceasingly contributing added value to the table of her classroom, helped me to know where to set the bar of expectations about the permanent and necessary transformation of operating models. Last, her passion for her students was contagious and a great lesson. It allowed me to understand what being engaged meant in a genuine development plan with the people with whom I work, the value that I can bring, the impact that I can have.

Maria Maranghello proved to me to what point a teacher can be essential in forging the personality and culture of the young generations. In France, we recently mourned the loss of a teacher during a deadly terrorist attack. Samuel Paty was “punished” for having brought elements of critical thinking on societal debates to his class. It was obviously a terrible human loss but also, in the broader sense, a defeat for freedom and democracy. I feel that I have the duty of thanking, through Maria Maranghello, all the teachers and educators who’ve chosen and will chose such a decisive, fulfilling but also difficult role. While thanking them for their commitment, despite the obstacles that they encounter every day in trying to have an impact on each student, I very much want to tell them to what extent they are relevant for all of us, individually and collectively.

In the summer of 1979, I moved to Paris with my family. I still clearly remember the day when I went to the Livio Tempesta school for the last time with my father for the enrollment formalities in my new school. Maria was there, very moved at the idea that I was leaving the class. That same week, she came to the center of Rome with her Fiat 500 to the hotel where we were staying before flying to Paris. She offered me a book, Il Fratelli di Volodia by Juri Korinetz, which still has a prominent place in my bookcase and which I cherish. It is also to her that I owe my passion for literature! Thank you, dear Maria, for being such an important figure in my life. Thank you for what you chose to do with me, for me. Thank you for having held me in your arms, nine years ago, when we got together in Rome, so happy to see me after 35 years. And more recently, in December 2021 for celebrating your 99th birthday! Thank you for being such a marvelous person whose influence was so exceptional on the man that I became. I’ll never forget you.

My family

My older sister Daniela and I were lucky enough to grow up with attentive and present parents, who were very demanding but also incredibly loving. A real Italian family, who gave us confidence when we each in our turn embarked on our professional life. We realized it afterward, once we had left the family nest to face the world of work. For us, they were both a model and a reference. A model, from the viewpoint of the couple because, despite the highs and lows of existence, they remained united and symbiotic in their everyday choices for 50 years. A reference, as their strong and totally complementary personalities were a constant source of inspiration for us. Their union was solid, their behavior always sober and reasoned, their vision of life clear and soothing.

My mother, Gina, was born in Rome into a family that came from Gaeta, a small pretty coastal town, hemmed in between two mountains and the sea. Her father, Vincenzo Montaretto Marullo, came from a very well-off family of landowners. He lived in a sumptuous palace in the town center. So rich thanks to an inheritance, his father, Don Nicola, hadn’t worked a single day in his life. Don Nicola was elegant, cultivated and respected. He was an authentic humanist, with the nobility of another epoch, able to bequeath his land to the peasants who had worked it. He died young, leaving his small and frail wife, Emilia, the responsibility of raising, with a certain severity, their nine children. The parents of her mother, Maria Teresa, came from a much more modest milieu and ran the grocery opposite the Montaretto Marullo palace. Vincenzo was an exuberant Don Juan. An athlete and daredevil, he was a remarkable young man, ready to take up any challenge, even the most dangerous. He fell in love with Maria Teresa the moment he saw her, when he entered the classroom one morning in 1921. She was a delicate and shy girl. She pretended not to see him, refusing to talk to him and went home surrounded by the protection of her classmates. This situation lasted for months. But Vincenzo didn’t give up. He knew how to be constant and romantic, so well that he ended up winning her heart before asking her to marry him. Six children would be born from their union.

My father, Angelo, came from a solid, humble and modest family. His grandfather was a builder. In 1902, he built a family house in his native village of Pocenia, halfway between Venice and Trieste. My father, sister and I came from elsewhere to buy it and renovate and give it a second life. His father, Amato, and his mother, Rina, were taciturn peasants. Amato wasn’t the type to express himself at every opportunity. I recall a particularly memorable scene. I was 8 years old. We were all having lunch together in Rome, probably one Sunday. When the first course arrived, my father asked my grandfather for some technical advice on building a gate between the garden and the house. My grandfather impassably continued to eat his soup and said absolutely nothing. An hour later, when the coffee arrived, he turned to his son and finally answered him, as though he had just been asked the question. His answer was brief, precise and definitive. It was impossible for him to express himself without having thought beforehand about what he was going to say and weighed his words. He gave him a detailed, synthetic and straightforward answer before calmly finishing his dessert.

I feel that I’m the sum total of these two worlds, these two extremes, these two pillars. They were the foundations that permitted me to construct myself. Moreover, my sister wrote a wonderful book, Souvenirs de famille, that depicts this singular story of our family by immortalizing so many memories that were transmitted to us when we were little.

My mother, who died too soon in 2013, was an extraverted, athletic woman full of energy. She loved art, music, literature, human relations. She was an artist in her soul, with amazing intuition and a remarkable capacity for communicating in public.

My father is an introverted, solid, pragmatic, clever, athletic man passionate about painting. He knows how to do everything in a garden, on a worksite, in a house or a meeting room.

I got my creativity from her. The taste for beautiful things, the art of communicating, the importance of paying attention to others, generosity from a human viewpoint. I learned discipline from him, as well as precision, an obsession for quality, pragmatism.

When we were little, we moved often to accompany my father’s different professional projects. We settled in Rome, Milan, Paris then once again in Rome, Milan, Paris. It was a whirlwind of travel, changes in class, learning the differences between cities and countries. This made it possible to create a very particular link between us. This gave us inexplicable inner strength. This helped us adapt to different contexts with curiosity and an open mind. It is only today that I realize that having had a family in which we were all so close is quite unusual. It is a chance, and even a privilege.

The first part of my career at IBM

I always wanted to be an architect – it’s still a dream today. But in Italy, in the 1990s, unless you came from a family in the profession, this involved starting with several years of a totally unpaid apprenticeship. You had to think of something else. An engineering school could prepare me for anything. Since adolescence, I had devoured the economic press with a kind of frenzy. To the point that my father was offended by it, telling me that I had to study and produce instead of wasting my time reading what others thought and wrote. At 19, I passed the entrance exam for Politecnico of Milan. At the end of the first year, half the students had dropped out. The law of natural selection suddenly imposed itself, whereas in high school, we were individually pampered by the teachers. I continued along my road. My strongest friendships were forged there. During those five years, I learned to work hard. Learned to pick myself up when my level was insufficient and when I had to begin all over again. In the meantime, my family had moved to Paris. I was alone and had to take care of my studies and the house by myself, when all my friends were living with their family. I don’t regret this period, it allowed me to mature more quickly even if it was harder to stay really focused all the time.

Two years earlier, the school had just started a new engineering course focused on organization and industrial production. I was excited about trying to understand how everything functions: the machine tools, the production lines and their planning, logistics, process automation.

I first got a one-year contract at Axone, an IBM subsidiary, in the computer backup department. The division enabled companies to recover their computer activity after a major disaster. At Axone, everyone cited the example of the fire at Crédit Lyonnais in 1996. As the bank’s usual service providers had failed to restart their system, Crédit Lyonnais turned to Axone, which had successfully undertaken the feat of managing to solve the problem. My short-term contract was transformed into an open-ended one, first in a rather technical role. I learned about high-availability information systems. How to replicate computing power and the interplay of data on several sites in order to have service that is always available, even if one of them is lost. I was trained to be a “pre-sale support” engineer.

In 1998, IBM decided to incorporate seven subsidiaries that the company had gradually created. We were absorbed by an enormous structure. We were all frightened of losing flexibility and autonomy. But because of its talents, its incomparable history of reinvention and its very strong and structured value system, IBM was a tremendous school. For a young person who had everything to learn, this was unquestionably a very enriching experience. I discovered with surprise and a certain pride, during my MBA program in the United Kingdom, that the IBM processes were so well-written that they were often more in depth and articulated that what you could find in reference books on theory. My colleagues at other companies like Vodafone and Siemens (organizations that were certainly younger and/or not as well-structured) systematically found major gaps in their internal processes compared to what we were studying. IBM survived several takeovers with major difficulties and knew how to re-emerge each time. This created a resilient, smooth-running, well-thought-out and properly operated structure with a remarkable attachment to the integrity and responsibility of each of its employees.

My itinerary at IBM was strongly marked by meetings with leaders who believed in me and gave me the possibility of growing and evolving. When I look at my path until today, I realize everything I owe them. Just before leaving IBM, in the fall of 2010, I remember that meeting in the IBM France auditorium with all the local executive officers and Ginni, appointed not long before as the new president on the global level. She explained her vision of the importance of leadership and management to us. She first asked us to reflect and then write the three distinctive qualities that had characterized our career on our smartphone. She then suggested finding, for each of these characteristics, the use that had comprised the key moment of our itinerary, the one that had permitted us to strengthen this capacity until we had totally mastered it. Last, she invited us to remember if, each time, the choice of this job came from a meeting with a manager.
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