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Introduction
The story of Qualcomm is more than just the chronicle of a technology company; it is a
testament to relentless innovation, strategic vision, and the profound impact a single
organization can have on the global landscape of communication. Founded in 1985 by
seven visionary individuals, including Irwin Jacobs and Andrew Viterbi, Qualcomm—a
portmanteau for "Quality Communications"—began its journey with a focus on
contract research and development, primarily for government and defense projects.
This seemingly modest beginning belied the ambitious goal that would soon redefine
its trajectory: to make mobile communication accessible to everyone. This book delves
into the fascinating history of Qualcomm, an S&P 500 company that has not only
shaped the way we connect but continues to drive the future of wireless technology.

From its genesis, Qualcomm embarked on a path that challenged the established
norms of the telecommunications industry. The company's unwavering belief in Code
Division Multiple Access (CDMA) technology, a radio technology enabling more
simultaneous calls on a network, set it apart from rivals who favored Time Division
Multiple Access (TDMA). This conviction, despite initial resistance and skepticism from
the industry, proved to be a pivotal moment. Qualcomm’s persistence in developing
and championing CDMA ultimately led to its adoption as a 2G standard in North
America and beyond, fundamentally altering the competitive landscape and
establishing the company as a formidable force in digital wireless communications.
The early success of CDMA not only fueled Qualcomm's growth but also laid the
groundwork for its extensive patent portfolio, which became a significant revenue
driver and a cornerstone of its business model.

This narrative explores how Qualcomm transitioned from a pioneering developer of
wireless standards to a global semiconductor giant. We will trace the evolution of its
core technologies, from the foundational CDMA to the ubiquitous Snapdragon
processors that power countless smartphones today, and further into the cutting-edge
realms of 5G, artificial intelligence, automotive, and the Internet of Things (IoT). The
book illuminates the critical decisions, strategic acquisitions, and crucial partnerships
that propelled Qualcomm's ascent, as well as the intense legal battles and regulatory
challenges it faced in defending its intellectual property and market position.

"A History of Qualcomm" aims to provide readers with a comprehensive understanding
of the company's multifaceted journey. It is a story of technological breakthroughs
that transformed industries, of a corporate culture that fostered relentless innovation,
and of the leadership that navigated complex market cycles and competitive
pressures. By examining Qualcomm's financial performance, its global expansion, and
its social impact, we gain insight into the intricate interplay between technological
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advancement and economic influence.

Ultimately, this book offers a valuable perspective on how a company born from a bold
vision for "Quality Communications" evolved into a cornerstone of the S&P 500. It
promises to be an insightful read for technology enthusiasts, business leaders,
investors, and anyone interested in the forces that have shaped the modern
connected world. Join us as we uncover the remarkable saga of Qualcomm, a true
pioneer in wireless technology and a key architect of the future of connectivity.
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Chapter One: The Genesis of Qualcomm: Early Days
and Vision
In the mid-1980s, the telecommunications landscape was a world apart from the
ubiquitous connectivity we experience today. Mobile phones were bulky, expensive
novelties, largely confined to business elites, and the underlying technology was a
hodgepodge of disparate and often inefficient systems. It was into this environment
that Qualcomm was born in July 1985, not with a bang, but with the quiet
determination of seven individuals who believed they could build something better.
The co-founders were a remarkable group: Irwin Jacobs, Andrew Viterbi, Franklin
Antonio, Adelia Coffman, Andrew Cohen, Klein Gilhousen, and Neil Kadish. Each
brought a unique blend of expertise and vision to the nascent company, but the
intellectual and entrepreneurial horsepower of Jacobs and Viterbi formed the
undeniable core.

Irwin Jacobs, a professor of electrical engineering at the University of California, San
Diego (UCSD) and co-founder of Linkabit, was already a respected figure in the world
of information theory and digital communications. His academic rigor combined with a
keen business sense. Andrew Viterbi, also a professor at UCLA and UCSD and co-
founder of Linkabit, was renowned for his work on the Viterbi algorithm, a fundamental
component in many digital communication systems. Their prior collaboration at
Linkabit, which they sold to M/A-COM in 1980, had given them a taste for
entrepreneurship and a shared understanding of the potential yet untapped in the
realm of wireless communication.

The initial vision for Qualcomm was not immediately focused on revolutionizing the
cellular industry. Instead, the company began as a contract research and development
firm, a common starting point for many tech ventures of that era. Their early projects
were diverse, tackling complex problems for government and defense agencies,
leveraging the team's profound expertise in digital communications. This period,
though not directly leading to their later cellular breakthroughs, was crucial in two
significant ways. Firstly, it allowed the fledgling company to build a strong financial
foundation and attract top-tier engineering talent. Secondly, it fostered a culture of
deep technical problem-solving and an unwavering commitment to innovation, traits
that would define Qualcomm for decades to come.

One early project that hinted at Qualcomm's future direction involved developing a
satellite-based communication system for trucking companies. This venture, known as
OmniTRACS, utilized geostationary satellites to provide messaging and tracking
services to long-haul trucks. Launched in 1988, OmniTRACS was a commercial success
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and demonstrated the practical application of Qualcomm’s expertise in digital signal
processing and satellite communications. More importantly, it provided invaluable
experience in building and deploying a large-scale communication network, albeit one
vastly different from the terrestrial cellular systems they would later pursue. The
experience gained from OmniTRACS in managing complex data streams and ensuring
reliable communication in challenging environments proved to be a critical stepping
stone.

However, the true "genesis" of Qualcomm's transformative impact lay in its audacious
embrace of Code Division Multiple Access, or CDMA. At a time when the
telecommunications industry was largely coalescing around Time Division Multiple
Access (TDMA) and Global System for Mobile Communications (GSM) as the preferred
standards for 2G cellular networks, Qualcomm saw a different, more efficient path.
CDMA, a spread-spectrum technology, had its roots in military applications, valued for
its security and resistance to interference. Jacobs and Viterbi, along with their team,
recognized its far greater potential for commercial wireless communication.

The fundamental advantage of CDMA lay in its ability to allow multiple users to share
the same frequency band simultaneously, unlike TDMA, which divided access by time
slots. This meant significantly greater capacity – more calls in the same amount of
spectrum – and improved call quality. Imagine a crowded room where everyone is
shouting. In a TDMA system, people would take turns shouting in short bursts. In a
CDMA system, everyone would speak at once, but in different languages, so you could
still understand the person speaking your language amidst the din. Qualcomm’s
engineers believed this analogy, while simplified, captured the essence of CDMA’s
superiority.

The decision to champion CDMA was a bold, even defiant, move. The established
players in the telecom industry had already invested heavily in TDMA and GSM
technologies. To suggest an alternative, particularly one as technically complex and
unconventional as CDMA, was met with considerable skepticism and outright
resistance. It was akin to a small startup challenging titans of industry to completely
rethink their foundational technology. This period was characterized by intense
intellectual battles, rigorous testing, and a constant need for Qualcomm to prove the
viability and superiority of its chosen path.

The initial years were filled with intense research and development as Qualcomm
sought to refine CDMA for commercial use. This wasn't merely about proving a
concept; it was about engineering a robust, scalable, and cost-effective system that
could compete with, and ultimately surpass, the incumbent technologies. The
company invested heavily in patents, recognizing early on that intellectual property
would be a critical asset in a technology-driven industry. This strategic foresight laid
the groundwork for Qualcomm's future business model, where licensing its patented
technologies would become a significant source of revenue.
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The culture within Qualcomm during these formative years was one of relentless
innovation and an almost academic pursuit of technical excellence. The founders
fostered an environment where engineers were encouraged to push boundaries,
challenge assumptions, and pursue novel solutions to complex problems. This
intellectual curiosity, combined with a pragmatic approach to problem-solving,
became a hallmark of the company. It was a place where brilliant minds could thrive,
driven by the shared goal of making high-quality wireless communication a reality for
the masses.

The vision, though initially met with resistance, slowly began to gain traction.
Qualcomm’s engineers presented their findings at industry conferences, conducted
extensive demonstrations, and tirelessly advocated for CDMA. They focused on
demonstrating the tangible benefits: increased capacity, better call quality, and
enhanced security. The early commitment to CDMA was not just a technical choice; it
was a strategic gamble that would ultimately define Qualcomm's place in the history
of telecommunications. It was a testament to the founders' conviction and their ability
to inspire a team to believe in a technology that many others dismissed.

This early period set the stage for Qualcomm's future trajectory. The foundation of
strong technical expertise, a strategic approach to intellectual property, and an
unwavering belief in their chosen technology would prove to be invaluable as the
company prepared to take on the giants of the telecommunications world. The journey
from a small contract R&D firm to a global powerhouse began with these initial steps,
fueled by a vision for "Quality Communications" that would eventually connect billions
around the globe.
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