Q&A Mission Microwave

Developing
revolutionary products
Mission Microwave Technologies is a developer
of revolutionary solid-state power amplifiers
(SSPAs) block upconverters (BUCs) to support
terrestrial, airborne, and space-based
applications with a sizeable client base. Francis
Auricchio, President and CEO, shared his
thoughts on the company’s road to success, and
how Mission Microwave views its industry.
Laurence Russell, Assistant Editor, Satellite Evolution Group
Question: Mission Microwave is a relatively new company
with a history of rapid growth over the past four
years. What’s the secret to the company’s success?
Fran Auricchio: We decided very early on that we weren’t
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going to try to be a one size fits all company with a wide
catalogue of products to satisfy every need. We’ve seen other
companies do this and it typically results in mediocre products
or empty promises. When we first started Mission, we had
this idea that if we could only make this one product that is
smaller, lighter and more efficient than anything on the market,
customers would flock to us.
We developed a prototype of this revolutionary product –
the Ku-band Javelin – within six months, and I hand carried
a mock-up of it to the IBC Show in Amsterdam in 2014 to see
customer reactions.
The reaction was universally consistent; customers felt
that the product was indeed revolutionary – but almost all
said that while this was great, they wanted to see a lower
power level. While they were thrilled with the new product, it
didn’t match their immediate need and therefore wouldn’t sell
as we anticipated. Armed with customer feedback, we went
back to the drawing board and developed the smaller product
that they were looking for; the Ku-band Stinger. This was both
revolutionary and met demand.
Being the new kid on the block created some challenges
when selling against products that had almost a decade of
history in the industry. Some of our competitors stoked the
fires of concern with our customers, saying that if the product
were that small and light, it couldn’t be reliable. We had such
confidence in our product though that we invested in demo
units and gave them to our customers to try out, so that they
could experience it for themselves. Those initial demos
brought in some extremely valuable feedback from customers
which we incorporated into our next generation of the product.
We wanted this to be our core product and really optimized
the internal components for performance, reliability and
manufacturability. The products improved over time and as
we started to seed the market with these Stinger products,
customers started asking what else we were working on. The
acceptance was great because the product performed the
way we said it would and the size, weight and power (SWaP)
advantages were compelling reasons for customers to switch.
Because we had been listening to our customers, we knew
that they had an interest in other frequency bands, so we
embarked on developing a Ka-band version of the Stinger,
to create a family of products with similar sizes, shapes and
interfaces to enable our customers to easily offer multiband
terminals. Thinking ahead, we tried to make the product
features seamless so that customers wouldn’t have to totally
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re-engineer their terminals to offer other frequency bands.
Likewise, we used this modular approach to give customers
the same performance for the lowest power amplifier in the
band to the highest power levels, using the same components.
With the components the same, the performance and
reliability are consistent throughout the entire product line.
This was a key factor to customers embracing Mission
Microwave’s products and ultimately the secret to our
success.
Question: What are the toughest challenges that come
with expedient growth? What are the most satisfying
milestones?
Fran Auricchio: One of the toughest challenges has been
letting go. In start-up mode, it is expected that you wear every
hat and do everything, but as the company grows, you find
people who can be trusted to take on some of your tasks.
However, with increased growth, it becomes harder to find
people who think like you and will do things just like you. Can
they do the job? Yes. Will they do it just like you do? Probably
not. Rationalizing that someone can do the job differently
and still be successful is a hard hurdle to overcome, but it
must be understood for the company to scale.
There are a few exceptions to this: Quality and reliability.
These are standards that must be met and if that means
following a scripted process in order to achieve it, then this
now becomes a process instruction. Failing because
processes are not being followed and everyone wants to do
things their own way is unacceptable. When a customer
purchases a Mission Microwave product, they expect the
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“We wanted this to be our core product
and really optimized the internal
components for performance, reliability
and manufacturability. The products
improved over time and as we started to
seed the market with these Stinger
products, customers started asking what
else we were working on.”

performance, quality and reliability to be the same as the
last one and the next one. Searching for candidates, not just
the perfect ones, but the ones that we feel can do the job
correctly, has been one of the hardest parts of the job.
On the satisfaction side of the equation, seeing the
company grow from 10 to 25 employees to 50 employees
and even higher has been tremendously satisfying. We are
not just employing 70 employees; we are providing for 70
families.
When COVID-19 hit in March 2020 and we had to send
everyone home, we were in a panic; not just because of the
impact this could have on our business, but the impact it would
have on our employees and their families. Thankfully, we came
up with a plan to keep non-essential personnel working offsite
while the essential personnel could report to work and be
provided all the protection necessary to keep them safe. As
a result, not one employee was affected by COVID-19 in 2020
and all employees retained their employment and Mission’s
operations continued to function. I am extremely grateful to
our employees who trusted us to keep them safe and
continued to work every day throughout the crisis.
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Another rewarding milestone has been the level of
customer acceptance of Mission products. At the 2019
Satellite Show, Mission Microwave had its products
prominently displayed in 14 customer applications. This was
a phenomenal cross-section of the industry and far more than
our closest competitor.
Question: In today’s turbulent markets, what gave you
and your co-founders the confidence to build a company
from scratch?
Fran Auricchio: After the acquisition of our previous
company, we stayed on for three years, continuing to grow
the company. As what happens in most transactions of this
nature, the now new parent company wants to take control
and do things their way, which is understandable.
At first, there was a collaborative effort in introducing some
of these changes, but the collaboration eventually stopped,
and we were being told how to run the business from our
foreign parent. At some point you say to yourself; if the
discretion to perform our jobs as we see fit has gone away,
isn’t there a better use of our talent?
We struggled with this for a while but with the emergence
of new semiconductor technology, we thought we could do
something different with it. The thought of leaving a stable
job, having to raise money and start all over again was scary
and exciting at the same time. Investors would ask us this
question all the time when we were pitching the idea: “So
how is this different than what you were doing before?” We
would respond that we are excited about using this new
semiconductor technology and have some interesting ideas
on how to exploit its benefits. Most investors couldn’t see our
vision, but we found some that could, and Mission Microwave
was on its way.
One change that we were desperately seeking was the
ability to develop out of the box approaches. Having been in
this business for almost four decades, I have seen a lot of
copying what is known to work, adding a feature, putting your
own spin on it and calling it a new product. We did not see
this as a path to success, so we were willing to break the
mold, literally.
Mission’s flagship products feature a cylindrical form
factor, which is quite different from the rectangular boxes that

the industry has been used to seeing. We even had this
debate internally about whether to pursue this, as some would
believe it is a ‘sexy’ gimmick to put the same old hardware in
a futuristic package and call it revolutionary. When we would
inform customers of the benefits, they could then see that
this was more than just a packaging gimmick and the odd
shape really did offer unique advantages. The journey has
had its twists and turns but we are happy to say that our
vision has been successful.
Question: A company’s culture and its treatment of
customers comes from the top-down. Where did Mission
Microwave learn its philosophy?
Fran Auricchio: Over the course of my career, I have worked
for people that have either made you feel like you were part
of a family or a cog in a wheel of a large machine. It is obvious
which one we prefer, and I try my best to instill that feeling of
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family throughout the organization.
With about 70 employees, both domestic and
international, I can proudly say that I know all of these
employees by name. Some of these employees have worked
with me or for me for almost 30 years and have followed me
from company to company. I have always said that if you
treat your coworkers with respect and share an interest in
their success, they will go out of their way to ensure that you
are successful. This loyal base owns the success of Mission
Microwave, as they were the ones that helped build it.
I see this inner employee attention as being very similar
to customer attention. Most customers want a partner, not a
supplier. A partner is with you during your ups and downs;
not being happy to hear from you when you are ready to
place an order and doesn’t want to talk to you when you
have a problem. A customer with a problem is a reflection on
you as a partner, so we’d better make sure that whatever
issue is resolved as quickly as possible, with the least impact
to the customer, even if it means replacing the hardware.
Your customer can be your biggest cheerleader when they
talk about how you bend over backwards to help them and
how satisfied they are with your products and customer
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service, or they could be the source of a black eye when they
don’t speak highly of you or tell others how you’ve let them
down. Mission has customers that are still amazed that when
they call, the CEO will follow up on the response. This
personal level of attention, when through the CEO or any of
Mission’s employees is a foundation of Mission’s customer
service.
Question: The satellite industry is a niche of the broader
aerospace and defence industry, and RF manufacturing
is a small niche within that segment. What are some of
the challenges that come with that focus and how have
you and your team met them?
Fran Auricchio: Mission Microwave has focused on being
the top solid-state power amplifier producer in the world by
doing one thing; only producing solid-state power amplifiers
(SSPAs). Some companies have a portfolio of products, of
which the SSPAs represent a small percentage of their overall
business. Our entire company is dedicated to designing and
producing SSPAs, which narrows our focus and allows us to
do that one thing very well.
I have been asked why Mission doesn’t ‘move up the value
chain’ and build more of the terminals we support. The answer
is simple: We are in business to support our customers as a
partner, not a competitor. Mission is an enabler to help our
customers transform the satellite industry through innovative
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products that span a variety of markets. Once we step out of
that box and start replicating some of the work that our
customers do, we become a competitor. Once that customer
loses that trust that we can keep their business plans
confidential, we can no longer be of value to them to produce
highly integrated products and allow them to differentiate
themselves in the market.
A growing percentage of Mission’s work is along those
highly integrated lines and this effort could force our
customers to seek partners elsewhere. By retaining our
narrow focus of only building amplifiers, Mission has instilled
confidence in our customers, and they continue to work
closely with us to develop custom solutions for their terminal
projects.
Question: What can Mission Microwave’s customers
expect in the future?
Fran Auricchio: This question is a little hard to answer in an
open forum without revealing proprietar y business
information, so I must keep it very high level. Mission
Microwave continues to increase the power level of its product
offerings, to even include some TWTA replacements.
These products will offer customers solid-state
performance and reliability for those traditional tube
applications. Mission is expanding its portfolio of airborne
products, having completed multiple DO-160 certifications.
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“Mission Microwave has focused on
being the top solid-state power amplifier
producer in the world by doing one thing;
only producing solid-state power
amplifiers (SSPAs). Some companies
have a portfolio of products, of which the
SSPAs represent a small percentage of
their overall business.”

We are also expanding our product offerings for the satellite
gateway market. Although you may not be able to see our
handiwork from the outside, customers are confident when it
has Mission Microwave on the inside.
Mission Microwave will continue to look at higher
frequency bands for solid-state products. At this point, it may
be premature to start talking about solid-state for Q-band
and V-band, but we continually get asked whether we are
working on it. We will continue to assess the market and when
the time comes, Mission will have a compelling solid-state
solution.
Customers can continue to expect the same partnership
focus with Mission Microwave, with a focus on performance,
quality and reliability. As Mission continues to grow, we will
not lose that focus and will be pleased to offer our customers
the best possible products and customer service – from the
CEO down to all levels in the organization.
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