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Hit Refresh: The Quest to Rediscover Microsoft’s 
Soul and Imagine a Better Future for Everyone by 
Satya Nadella 

Average time to read - 7 Minutes 

“It’s about how people, organizations, and societies 
can and must  transform—hit  refresh—in  their 
persistent quest  for new energy,  new ideas, 
relevance, and renewal. At the core, it’s about us 
humans  and  the  unique  quality  we  call  empathy, 
which will  become ever more valuable in a world 
where  the  torrent  of  technology  will  disrupt  the 
status quo like never before.”

“Every person, organization, and even soci-
ety  reaches  a  point  at  which  they  owe  it  to 
themselves to hit refresh—to reenergize, re-
new,  reframe,  and  rethink  their  purpose.  If 
only it were as easy as punching that little re-
fresh button on your browser. 

“Zain was transported from the hospital in Belle-
vue across Lake Washington to Seattle Children’s 
Hospital  with its  state-of-the-art  Neonatal  Inten-
sive Care Unit. Anu began her recovery from the 
difficult  birth.  I  spent  the  night  with  her  in  the 
hospital and immediately went to see Zain the next 
morning.  Little  did  I  know  then  how  pro-
foundly  our  lives  would  change.  Over  the 
course of the next couple of years we learned more 
about  the  damage  caused  by  utero  asphyxiation, 
and how Zain would require a wheelchair and be 
reliant on us because of severe cerebral palsy. I was 
devastated.  But  mostly  I  was  sad for  how things 
turned out for me and Anu. Thankfully, Anu helped 
me to understand that it was not about what hap-
pened to  me.  It  was  about  deeply  understanding 
what had happened to Zain,”

“During one ICU visit, after I took on my new role 
as  CEO,  I  looked  around  Zain’s  room,  filled 
with the soft buzzing and beeping of medical 
technology, and saw things differently. I no-
ticed  just  how  many  of  the  devices  ran  on 
Windows  and  how  they  were  increasingly 
connected to the cloud, that network of massive 
data storage and computational power that is now a 
fundamental part of the technology applications we 
take for granted today. It was a stark reminder 
that our work at Microsoft transcended busi-
ness,  that  it  made  life  itself  possible  for  a 
fragile young boy. It also brought a new level 

of  gravity  to the looming decisions back at  the 
office on our cloud and Windows 10 upgrades. We’d 
better get this right, I remember thinking to my-
self.”

“My son’s condition requires that I draw daily 
upon the very same passion for ideas and em-
pathy ”

“At  home,  Zain’s  speech  therapist  worked  with 
three high school students to build a Windows app 
for Zain to control his own music. Zain loves music 
and has wide-ranging tastes spanning eras, genres, 
and artists. He likes everything from Leonard Co-
hen to Abba to Nusrat Fateh Ali Khan and wanted 
to be able to flip through these artists,  filling his 
room with whatever music suited him at any given 
moment. The problem was he couldn’t control the 
music on his own—he always had to wait for help, 
which can be  frustrating  for  him and us.  Three 
high school students studying computer sci-
ence  heard  of  this  problem  and  wanted  to 
help. Now Zain has a sensor on the side of his 
wheelchair  that  he  can  easily  tap  his  head 
against to flip through his music collection. 
What freedom and happiness the empathy of 
three teenagers has brought to my son.”

“I discovered Buddha did not set out to found a 
world religion. He set out to understand why one 
suffers. I learned that only through living life’s ups 
and downs can you develop empathy; that in order 
not to suffer, or at least not to suffer so much, one 
must  become comfortable  with  impermanence.  I 
distinctly remember how much the “permanence” 
of Zain’s condition bothered me in the early years 
of his life. However, things are always changing. If 
you could understand impermanence deeply, 
you  would  develop  more  equanimity.  You 
would  not  get  too  excited  about  either  the 
ups or downs of life. And only then would you 
be ready to develop that deeper sense of em-
pathy and compassion for everything around 
you. The computer scientist in me loved this com-
pact instruction set for life”

“I  was  calmly  playing  with  a  Kookaburra 
cricket ball  as I  usually do when talking on 
the speakerphone at work. He went on to deliv-
er the news that I was to become the new CEO of 
Microsoft. It took a couple of minutes to digest his 
message. I said that I was honored, humbled, and 
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excited. They were unplanned words, but they per-
fectly captured how I felt. ”

“Well,  my  father  was  a  civil  servant  with 
Marxist leanings and my mother was a San-
skrit scholar. 

“I was good enough to play for my school in 
Hyderabad, a place that had a lot of cricket 
tradition and zeal. I was an off-spin bowler, 
which  in  baseball  would  be  the  equivalent  to  a 
pitcher with a sharp breaking curveball. 

“At HPS I belonged to the Nalanda,  or blues 
house, which was named for an ancient Buddhist 
university.  The  whole  school  was  multicultural: 
Muslims,  Hindus,  Christians,  Sikhs  all  living  and 
studying together. The school was attended by 
members of the elite as well as by tribal kids 
who had come from the interior districts on 
scholarships. The chief minister’s son attend-
ed HPS alongside the children of Bollywood 
actors.  In my dorm there were kids  from every 
part of the Indian economic strata. It was an amaz-
ingly equalizing force—a moment in time worth re-
membering.”

“Unlike  the  stereotype,  I  was  actually  not 
academically  that  great.  I  didn’t  go  to  the 
elite  Indian  Institutes  of  Technology  (IITs) 
that have become synonymous with building 
Silicon Valley.  Only in America would someone 
like me get the chance to prove himself rather than 
be typecast based on the school I attended. I sup-
pose that was true for earlier waves of immigration 
as well and will be just as true for new generations 
of immigrants.”

“my  glasses  repaired.  After  the  appointment,  we 
walked  and  talked  for  hours  in  the  neighboring 
Lodi Gardens, an ancient architectural site that to-
day is popular with tourists. Anu, a student of ar-
chitecture, loved all the historical monuments that 
dotted Delhi, and for days afterward we explored 
them together.  I had visited them all  before as a 
kid. But this was different. We stopped for lunch 
on Pandara Road, enjoyed plays in the National In-
stitute of Drama, and shopped in the bookstores of 
Khan Market. We had fallen in love. It was in 
the lush Lodi Gardens that one October af-
ternoon  in  1992  I  proposed  and,  thankfully 
for  me,  Anu  said  yes.  We  walked  back  to 
Anu’s place on Humayun Road and broke the 

news  to  Anu’s  mom.  We  were  married  just 
two months later, in December. It was a happy 
time, but the complications of immigration would 
soon prove a challenge.”

“Ira Rubinstein, said something interesting. “Hey, 
maybe  you  should  give  up  your  green  card 
and go back to an H1B.” So why would I give up 
the coveted green card for temporary status? Well, 
the  H1B enables  spouses  to  come to  the  United 
States while their husbands and wives are working 
here. Such is the perverse logic of this immigration 
law.  There was nothing I  could do about it.  Anu 
was my priority. And that made my decision a sim-
ple one. I went back to the U.S. embassy in Delhi 
in June of 1994, past the enormous lines of people 
hoping to get a visa, and told a clerk that I wanted 
to give back my green card and apply for an H1B. 
He  was  dumbfounded.  “Why?”  he  asked.  I  said 
something about the crazy immigration policy, he 
shook his head and pushed a new form to me. “Fill 
this out.” 

“There are three stories from my all-too-brief 
cricketing  past  that  speak  very  directly  to 
business and leadership principles I use even 
today as a CEO.”

“I found that the key was agility, agility, agili-
ty.  We needed to develop speed, nimbleness, and 
athleticism to get the consumer experience right, 
not just once but daily. We needed to set and re-
peatedly  meet  short-term  goals,  shipping 
code at a more modern, fast-paced cadence.”

“I realized that in a successful company it is 
as important to unlearn some old habits as it 
is to learn new skills.”

“about another tech company, Data General, in the 
1970s. In it, Kidder teaches us that technology is 
nothing  more  than  the  collective  soul  of 
those who build it.  The technology is  fasci-
nating, but even more fascinating is the pro-
found obsession of its designers.”

“It  might  be  easy  to  be  motivated  to  change 
through envy. We could envy what Apple had built 
with  its  iPhone  and  its  iPad  franchise,  or  what 
Google  had  created  with  its  low-cost  Android 
phones  and  tablets.  But  envy  is  negative  and 
outer-directed, not driven from within, and 
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so I knew that it wouldn’t carry us very far 
down the path to true renewal.

We could also motivate ourselves through competi-
tive zeal. Microsoft is known for rallying the troops 
with competitive fire. The press loves that, but 
it’s  not  me.  My  approach  is  to  lead  with  a 
sense of purpose and pride in what we do, not 
envy or combativeness.”

“Steve Ballmer asked the members of his leadership 
team,  his  direct  reports,  to  vote  thumbs-up  or 
thumbs-down on the Nokia deal. He wanted a pub-
lic vote to see where the team was on the matter. I 
voted no. While I respected Steve and understood 
the logic of  growing our market share to build a 
credible  third  ecosystem,  I  did  not  get  why  the 
world needed the third ecosystem in phones, unless 
we ”

“Yes, PC sales were slowing, and so we needed to 
convert Nietzsche’s “courage in the face of real-
ity” into “courage in the face of opportunity.” 
We needed to  win  the  billions  of  connected  de-
vices, not fret about a shrinking market.”

“With  razor  precision,  he  separates  culture  into 
four different meanings, but the most relevant for 
an  organization  is  the  values,  customs,  be-
liefs,  and  symbolic  practices  that  men  and 
women  live  and  breathe  each  day.  Culture  is 
made up of acts that become habitual and accrue to 
something coherent and meaningful.”

“My wife wasn’t thinking of my success when she 
gave me Dr. Dweck’s book. She was thinking of the 
success of one of our daughters who has learning 
differences. Her diagnosis took us on a journey of 
discovery to help her. First was the internal journey, 
concern for her but also the need to educate our-
selves.  Next  came  action.  We found  a  school  in 
Vancouver, Canada, that specializes in learning dif-
ferences  like  hers.  We  spent  five  years  of  our 
lives splitting time and family between Van-
couver and Seattle in order to augment her 
regular  schooling  while  keeping  Zain’s  care 
consistent in Seattle.”

“When I learn about a shortcoming, it’s a thrilling 
moment. The person who points it out has given 
me  the  gift  of  insight.  It’s  about  questioning 
ourselves each day: Where are all the places 

today that I had a fixed mindset? Where did I 
have a growth mindset?”

“We had  to  get  out  of  the  mode  of  thinking  in 
which we assume that others have more power over 
us than we do. I became irritated once during an 
employee  Q&A when  someone  asked  me,  “Why 
can’t I print a document from my mobile phone?” I 
politely told him, “Make it happen. You have 
full authority.”

“Apple has been such a prominent and even con-
tentious  rivalry  that  people  forget  we’ve  been 
building  software  for  the  Mac  since  1982.  Today 
one of my top priorities is to make sure that our 
billion customers, no matter which phone or plat-
form they choose to use, have their needs met so 
that we continue to grow. To do that, sometimes 
we have to bury the hatchet with old rivals, 
pursue surprising new partnerships, and re-
vive  longstanding  relationships.  Over  the 
years  we’ve  developed  the  maturity  to  be-
come  more  obsessed  with  customer  needs, 
thereby learning to coexist and compete.”

“ I surprised observers of the rivalry with a joint 
statement: “Our companies compete vigorous-
ly, but we want to do so on the merits of our 
products, not in legal proceedings.”

In pushing this change of attitude, I’ve been helped 
by the simple fact that  I  am a fresh face, new 
blood. Losing the baggage of history makes it 
easier for me to break down old walls of mis-
trust. But will it be enough?”

“But we always seek to listen intelligently, seeking 
to understand not just the words we are hearing but 
the underlying intentions. I try hard not to bring 
needless history into the room, and I don’t let 
the  limitations  of  the  past  dictate  the  con-
tours of the future.”

_________________________


