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On March 29, 2004, at its 14th Annual Innovator/Innovation of the Year Awards,
EDN named AMD Chief Technology Officer Fred Weber and his design team In-
novator of the Year for their work on the AMD64 architecture. (AMD64 is the tech-
nology that underlies both the Opteron and Athlon processor families.) Getting
to this win was not without its challenges and lessons, but, given Weber’s back-
ground, his propensity for hard work, and his strong ideas about innovation, it is
not all that surprising, either.

Weber laid the groundwork in college. There, he says, he split his time in three
ways. One was working toward his official degree, in physics, from Harvard Uni-
versity. On the extracurricular side, Weber, who has always been interested in
architecture and design, also designed sets and did construction for theatrical
productions. This endeavor gave him vital experience working as part of a group
and on strict deadlines. “The curtain goes up one day, and the show opens,” he
says, “and it doesn’t matter how done you are.” Third, he participated in a pro-
gram in systems analysis, which helped him understand how big systems work.
“All three of those things kind of come together in what I’ve done since, which
is really look at the combination of how design and engineering and people work
together to make something happen. And it really takes all three.”

When Weber was about to graduate from college, a professor he respected, Ugo
Gagliardi, pointed him toward his next endeavor. Gagliardi told him that whatev-
er industry honcho Gordon Bell was doing, Weber should also be doing. (Bell is
the visionary behind Digital Equipment Corp’s Vax line of minicomputers, among

other things.) Weber wrote Bell a letter con-
veying his professor’s advice. Bell apparently
agreed with Gagliardi, because he wrote back,
interviewed Weber, hired him, and became an
early mentor to Weber as the two worked to-
gether for several years at Encore Computer.
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In the ‘80s, Weber did a stint at the now-
defunct start-up Kendall Square Research
(KSR, Cambridge, MA). And it is here, We-
ber confesses, that he experienced the biggest
engineering mistake of his career. Though he
is quick to defend the invention and creativ-
ity at KSR, he admits that the company went
after the supercomputer market at a time
when the Cold War was ending and engi-
neers had yet to make any big inroads into
inventing bioinformatics. (Bioinformatics is
the application of computer technology to
the management of biological information.)
“So, we designed a product right into the
biggest slump of that product space—ever,”
says Weber. Later, the supercomputer market
would rebound, but it would be too late for
KSR. Thus, Weber warns, anticipating what
the market’s going to be like five years out
can be difficult.

Today, as chief technology officer of AMD,
where he’s been since 1995, forecasting such
trends is part of his job description. No
longer managing his design team,Weber now
concentrates on seeking new business op-
portunities for AMD and figuring out what
the company should indeed be doing sever-
al years from now. (AMD’s vice president of
design engineering for the Computation
Products Group, Randy Allen, is now head-
ing up the overall design effort, and Bruce
Giseke runs AMD’s California design team.)

Before taking on his new role as chief tech-
nology officer in February 2004, however,
Weber was overseeing a design team of 150
members. According to Weber, when man-
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aging a team that large, communication
is key, but it’s also a difficult challenge. To
succeed, he points to AMD’s strategy,
which is to keep the teams as small as
possible. Then, though he recognizes the
importance of a reporting hierarchy and
schedules to an organization, his focus is
on the people who make the work hap-
pen. He likes to walk around, talk to
AMD’s team members, and find out
what’s going on. “That’s our main capi-
tal; that’s our main capability,” he says,
“and what’s important is that the people
know what they need to do, know who to
talk to, feel challenged and empowered to
do not only their job, but even more than
their job.”

This notion of doing more than just
your job is a recurring theme with We-
ber. He counsels the next generation of
engineers to get in and get experience as
early as possible. Though a staunch sup-
porter of education, he strongly encour-
ages practical training, getting onto proj-
ects when you’re young, and doing more
than your superiors ask you to do. This
idea stems from advice someone gave
Weber early in his career and that has
worked for him ever since.“You can’t just
do your job constantly,” he says. “You
need little breaks during the day.” It’s
what you do with these breaks that is im-
portant. Rather than spending these
breaks surfing the Web or “vegging out,”

Weber suggests finding a friend who does
something else within your organization
and offering to help that person on a dif-
ferent project.“By constantly doing your
job plus a little bit more, I think you get
more experiences quickly.”

Creating this type of collaborative and
communicative atmosphere requires a
certain kind of workplace. Often, AMD’s
design teams are working
from multiple locations,
such as the company’s Cal-
ifornia and Texas offices.
AMD does its best to min-
imize this physical separa-
tion and promote commu-
nication by flying people
back and forth, holding
videoconferences, and
more. However, Weber
is quick to point out
that sometimes physi-
cal distance is not even
the issue. “Even when you’re all in the
same building, if you don’t create an en-
vironment where everybody has reason
to talk to each other—often—you end up
with a team that’s not working effective-
ly.” To further his point, there’s an anal-
ogy he likes: “If you look at a baseball
team or a soccer team, everybody’s on an
open field and can see everybody else.”
Thus, something as simple as a cubicle
setup in which employees can see each

other can be important to team building
and productivity.

Even with a wide-open field, a team
the size of Weber’s is bound to face oth-
er obstacles. When working on the
Athlon 64, a 64-bit processor that also
took home the Best Processor of the Year
prize at EDN’s Innovation Awards, the
team faced two major challenges. The

single hardest problem
was getting the people
together—and keeping
them together, moti-
vated, and focused—
to get the project done.
AMD’s team was try-
ing to build the proces-
sor during the height
of the dot.com bubble.
A lot of disruption ex-
isted in the workplace;
people were running

off to the latest start-ups to get rich.
Thus, at one point, about two years be-
fore the project was finished, the top 20
leaders on the team, among them senior-
leadership members Bruce Giseke, Alisa
Scherer, and Bill Hughes, held a critical
meeting. Here, the team members made
a commitment to each other that they
would see the project through to the end.
(In the end, all but one of these people
stuck it out.) “We ended up with a core
team of people who were very loyal to the
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AMD design-team members huddle up with Fred Weber (center) before tackling another design challenge. Clockwise from Weber: Regina Schmidt,
Kevin McGrath, Bill Hughes, Michael Golden, Michael Greske, Jeff Trull, and James Fan.
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idea, to AMD, and who, despite all the
temptation to run off, stuck with this
project,” says Weber. Those who stayed,
he contends, did so because they believed
in what they were doing and in the im-
portance of it.

The other big hurdle was just having
the guts to go through with the project.
“When we started this project, the world
believed [Intel’s] Itanium was the
answer,” says Weber,“and it was very
hard to get anyone to believe that we
could pull this off or that it was the
right direction.” AMD
had to make a choice.“It
was a very big decision
to make to take a completely different di-
rection from where Intel was leading the
industry.”

Though this type of radical change in
direction is certainly innovative, not all
innovation needs to be radical. In fact,
Weber cautions that you should careful-
ly resist the temptation to change some-
thing more than it needs changing. “In-
novation through extension is the right
way to go, almost all the time,” he says.
This idea, he realizes, flies in the face of
the natural inclination to start with a
clean slate. Though he recognizes the im-
portance of this blank page for coming
up with ideas and inventing things, We-
ber’s school of thought dictates that once
you come up with those ideas, you should
go back and ask how you can apply these
ideas to something that already exists.

He returns to this lesson when ad-
dressing the need to balance R&D with
innovation to bring a profitable product
to market. To Weber, understanding what
the true innovations are and inventing
with your mind as open as possible are
the important things. “I think there’s a
continuum between basic research, ap-
plied research, and product develop-
ment,” he says, “and how you balance
your resources between those really
makes the difference.”

The other clear—and perhaps obvi-
ous—lesson he’s learned about innova-
tion is simple: “The good-enough or the
somewhat-better product that is done is
far more important than the perfect
product that is not done.”

Given Weber’s strong feelings regard-
ing communication and innovation, it
might come as a surprise that some con-
sider him to be something of a Luddite
when it comes to many of today’s chosen
modes for communicating. In his de-
fense, however, this resistance to today’s

communications technologies, such as
instant messaging and blogging, stems
primarily from time limitations and not
a reluctance to learn the new methods. If
you want to reach Weber, e-mail is still
your best option, it seems.

Despite his overloaded e-mailbox and
his aversion to vegging out at work, We-
ber does find some time to play. And, as
it did in college, his interest in design and
his innovative attitude extend beyond
his work life. When he’s not swimming,
hiking, or camping with his wife of 10
years, Kate; his seven-year-old son, Marc;
and his five-year-old daughter, Julia, he

often spends his weekends designing and
building in his extensive garden. (At press
time, adding a pond with a stream was his
next goal.) As when he’s at AMD, work-
ing in the garden gives him an opportu-
nity to come up with a design idea and
then roll up his sleeves and get his hands
dirty, making that idea a reality.

When he does take that rare break
from designing—either privately or pro-
fessionally—even his choice of reading
reflects his creative spirit. John Irving’s
quirky A Prayer for Owen Meany is his fa-
vorite fiction book. “What I like about
it,” says Weber, “is that it’s at the bound-
ary between reality and a little bit super-
real or hyper-real, but not fantasy, not
impossible. It’s just something a little
bit...different.”Yet, ever the innovator, his
choice for favorite nonfiction book, ap-
propriately enough, is Clayton
Christensen’s The Innovator’s
Dilemma, and one he recom-
mends that everyone in the in-
dustry read over and over
again.

He also finds time to play
with some of today’s technolo-
gy gadgets. He’s been interested
in the ability to take all of your
content with you all of the time,
so it’s no surprise, then, that

he’s enamored of his iPod. In fact, back in
the ‘70s, he was an early adopter of the As-
traltune, a musical device that skiers used
to listen to music while skiing. A primi-
tive precursor to today’s iPod, the device
was basically a backpack with a tape deck
inside.

As for the devices of tomorrow, We-
ber looks to the combination of digital
content, connectivity, and rich-display
devices. Because all devices are connect-
ed now—whether it’s your phone, TV,
camera, or PC—and because these de-
vices all have high-resolution displays,
he contends that the next wave of de-

vices will interact intelligently with
each other and be richer than they
have been in the past.

This merging of devices doesn’t nec-
essarily mean that every device will be
universal. Specialization still makes
sense, Weber claims. Take, for exam-
ple, cameras inside cell phones—a
combination that clearly makes sense
to people. “I think you’re going to see
more and more of that, and that’s go-
ing to create more and more need for
software on top of devices and allow
them to interact with each other in

very rich ways.”For Weber, this idea is ex-
citing because he finds communicating
devices to be the most interesting and the
most useful to people. And this scenario
will have meaning for AMD as a maker of
processors, as well. Says Weber, “As soft-
ware becomes more and more impor-
tant, general-purpose processors and
particularly the x86 instruction set be-
come more and more valuable. So, our
focus over the next five to 10 years is go-
ing to be to enable all of these very pow-
erful devices in different form factors
with lots of software content.”

As chief technology officer, Weber will
watch this scenario unfold firsthand.
And, true to his style, he’s still in touch
with his employees, continuing to help
the design teams with their strategic di-
rection and their big architectural ideas

in such areas as video process-
ing, high-performance com-
puting, and large-scale parallel
processing. And if the teams
need a break, perhaps they can
offer to help out in Weber’s 
garden.�
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