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Introduction

To say that Amazon is an unconventional company is an understatement. Its most significant initiatives have often been criticized and even derided as folly. One business pundit dubbed it “Amazon. toast.”1 Time and again, Amazon has proved the doubters wrong. Established competitors and aspiring newcomers have studied the company from the outside, hoping to uncover the secrets of its success and build upon them. Though many have adopted one or more of its famous principles and practices, even Amazon’s most fervent believers haven’t managed to duplicate the culture of innovation that continues to drive the company further into the lead.

Of course, the company has also come under scrutiny, even under fire, for some of its business methods. Some take issue with its impact on the business world and even on our society as a whole.* These issues are obviously important, both because they affect the lives of people and communities and because, increasingly, failure to address them can have a serious reputational and financial impact on a company. But they are beyond the scope of what we can cover in-depth in this book, which is primarily about showing you some of the unique principles and processes at Amazon with enough detail that you will be able to implement them if you choose to.

We spent a combined total of 27 years at Amazon, and we were there for some of the most pivotal moments of its development and growth. Any time either of us mentions that we worked at the company, we are immediately asked some version of a question that tries to get at the essential causes of its singular success. Analysts, competitors, and even customers have tried to sum it up in terms of the Amazon business model or corporate culture, but the simplest and best distillation is still that of founder Jeff Bezos (hereafter referred to as Jeff): “We have an unshakeable conviction that the long-term interests of shareowners are perfectly aligned with the interests of customers.”2 In other words, while it’s true that shareholder value stems from growth in profit, Amazon believes that long-term growth is best produced by putting the customer first.

If you held this conviction, what kind of company would you build? In a talk at the 2018 Air, Space and Cyber Conference, Jeff described Amazon this way: “Our culture is four things: customer obsession instead of competitor obsession; willingness to think long term, with a longer investment horizon than most of our peers; eagerness to invent, which of course goes hand in hand with failure; and then, finally, taking professional pride in operational excellence.”

That description has held true since Amazon’s earliest days. In its first shareholder letter back in 1997, Amazon’s first year as a public company, you’ll find the phrases “Obsess Over Customers,” “It’s All About the Long Term,” and “We will continue to learn from both our successes and our failures.” One year later the term “Operational Excellence” entered the discussion, completing the four-faceted description of Amazon’s corporate culture that endures today. Over the ensuing years, the wording has been tweaked to reflect lessons learned and scars earned, but Amazon has never wavered in its commitment to these four core principles. And they are in large part the reason that in 2015 Amazon became the company that reached $100 billion in annual sales faster than any other in the world. Remarkably, that same year Amazon Web Services (AWS) was reaching $10 billion in annual sales—at an even faster pace than the one Amazon had set.3

Of course, these four cultural touchstones don’t quite get at the “how,” that is, how people can work, individually and collectively, to ensure that they are maintained. And so Jeff and his leadership team crafted a set of 14 Leadership Principles, as well as a broad set of explicit, practical methodologies, that constantly reinforce its cultural goals. These include: the Bar Raiser hiring process that ensures that the company continues to acquire top talent; a bias for separable teams run by leaders with a singular focus that optimizes for speed of delivery and innovation; the use of written narratives instead of slide decks to ensure that deep understanding of complex issues drives well-informed decisions; a relentless focus on input metrics to ensure that teams work on activities that propel the business. And finally there is the product development process that gives this book its name: working backwards from the desired customer experience.

Many of the business problems that Amazon faces are no different from those faced by every other company, small or large. The difference is how Amazon keeps coming up with uniquely Amazonian solutions to those problems. Taken together, these elements combine to form a way of thinking, managing, and working that we refer to as being Amazonian, a term that we coined for the purposes of this book. Both of us, Colin and Bill, were “in the room,” and—along with other senior leaders—we shaped and refined what it means to be Amazonian. We both worked extensively with Jeff and were actively involved in creating a number of Amazon’s most enduring successes (not to mention some of its notable flops) in what was the most invigorating professional experience of our lives.

Colin

My first job out of college was designing and building database applications at Oracle. After that, I co-founded a company called Server Technologies Group with two colleagues. We wanted to use our experience in large-scale database systems to help companies move their business activities to the then-nascent Web. Our customers included Boeing, Microsoft, and a small company called Amazon. We recognized that Amazon was something special, and in 1998 we moved to Amazon, where I worked for 12 years as an executive, two of them in a role that brought me into the room with Jeff during an extraordinary period in Amazon’s growth and innovation. Those two years began in the summer of 2003 when Jeff asked me to become his technical advisor, a role that is known colloquially as “Jeff’s shadow,” and is similar to a chief of staff role at other companies.

The position had been formalized about 18 months earlier when Andy Jassy, now CEO of Amazon Web Services, became Jeff’s first full-time technical advisor. It had two main responsibilities. One was to help Jeff be as effective as possible. The other was, as Jeff put it to me, to “model and learn from each other” so that the person who held the position could eventually move on to a bigger role in the company.

Both Jeff and Andy made it clear that this was not the role of an observer or auditor, nor was it a training role. I would be expected to contribute immediately: to come up with ideas, take risks, and be a sounding board for Jeff. Before I took the job, I asked for the weekend to think about it and called a couple of friends—one had a comparable role assisting the CEO of a Fortune 10 company, and another was the right-hand man of a prominent government official. They both said, in effect, “Are you crazy? This is a once-in-a-lifetime chance. Why didn’t you take the job on the spot?” They also told me my schedule would not be my own, and that I’d learn more than I could possibly imagine. One of them told me that while he learned a huge amount on the job, it was not exactly fun work.

Most of what my friends told me was true of being Jeff’s shadow, with the notable exception that my job actually was a lot of fun. Once, we were traveling to New York for a series of meetings and events, including a tennis exhibition in Grand Central Terminal to promote Amazon’s new apparel store. On the flight, Jeff asked me if I’d mind hitting some tennis balls with him when we landed so he could practice for the event, as his game was a bit rusty—he’d last played two years earlier in a charity event with Bill Gates, Andre Agassi, and Pete Sampras, “and before that, who knows?” I told him I’d played two weeks earlier at the local park with my buddy John. “So you have me beat on the A-list tennis partners,” I said, “but I’ve got you on recency. I’m calling it a push. We’ll have to settle the rest on the tennis court this evening.” Jeff laughed and said it was a deal.

This story is atypical—95 percent of the time I spent with Jeff was focused on internal work issues rather than external events like conferences, public speeches, and sports matches. But it’s typical in that he faced challenging situations such as this one—playing a sport he almost never practiced in front of a big crowd—with optimism, humor, and his well-known infectious laugh. This is the same spirit with which he faced his daily business decisions that were bigger than most people make in their whole careers. He truly embodies the Amazon motto, “Work hard, have fun, make history.”

I worked with him during his regular office hours from ten in the morning to seven in the evening. Most days entailed between five and seven meetings with product or executive teams. Before and after Jeff’s office hours I worked with those teams to help them prepare for their interactions with him so they’d be more productive for everyone. I already knew what it was like to be on the receiving end of an endless flood of ideas from him and then be asked to accomplish things quickly and with standards that could seem unreasonably high. I was often asked, “How do you think Jeff will respond to this idea?” My standard answer was, “I can’t predict what he’ll say, but these are the principles that typically inform his response. . . .”

During my time with Jeff, several pivotal Amazon businesses came to life, including Amazon Prime, Amazon Web Services, Kindle, and Fulfillment by Amazon. Several Amazon business processes, now firmly entrenched in being Amazonian, were introduced, including writing narratives and using the Working Backwards process.

I was aware of my good fortune and the rare opportunity my job afforded me to work side by side with Jeff and the Amazon senior leadership on a daily basis for over two years. I was determined to take advantage of every minute. I’d view activities such as car rides, lunches, and walking to meetings as precious learning opportunities I did not want to miss. One time a friend saw me writing down a long list of items in a notebook and asked what I was doing. I responded, “Well, I have a five-hour flight to New York with Jeff later this week and I want to make sure I have at least five hours’ worth of questions and topics in case there’s any free time.” When I write about what led to Jeff making key decisions in this book, I can do so because I often directly asked him for his specific thinking behind his insights, as the reasoning behind them was often more illuminating than the insights themselves.

Bill

My path to Amazon was circuitous. After college I worked in sales for a few years before getting my MBA. I then took a sales job at Procter & Gamble before becoming one of P&G’s account analysts for Kmart. Wanting to work in technology, I left P&G for a job at a software startup called Evare. In May 1999, at the suggestion of a college friend, I interviewed for a position at Amazon. The company was still housed in a single building on Second Avenue in Seattle. Space was so cramped that one of my interviews was conducted in a break room where, on the other side of a cubicle divider, people were getting coffee and chatting. I was offered a job as product manager in video (VHS and DVD), and remained at the company in various roles for the next 15 years.

For the first five years of my tenure, I worked in Amazon’s largest business at that time, the U.S. physical media group—books, music, video—where I rose through the ranks to director. In January 2004, just a few months after Jeff invited Colin to become his technical advisor, my manager and good friend Steve Kessel dropped a similarly unexpected bombshell on me. He was going to be promoted to senior vice president and, at Jeff’s request, take over the company’s digital business. He told me that I was to be promoted to vice president and that he wanted me to join him.

Steve informed me that Jeff had decided the time was right for Amazon to start enabling our customers to buy and read/watch/listen to books/videos/music digitally. The company was at a crossroads. Though the books, CD, and VHS/DVD business was Amazon’s most popular, changes in internet and device technology, as well as the emergence of Napster and Apple iPod/iTunes, made it clear that this would not last. We expected that the physical media business would decline over time due to the shift to digital. We felt we had to act right away.

Jeff often used an analogy in those days when describing our efforts to innovate and build new businesses. “We need to plant many seeds,” he would say, “because we don’t know which one of those seeds will grow into a mighty oak.” It was an apt analogy. The oak is one of the sturdiest and longest-living trees in the forest. Each tree produces thousands of acorns for every one tree that eventually rises to the sky.

In retrospect, this was a renaissance era at Amazon. The seeds Amazon planted beginning in 2004 would grow into the Kindle e-book reader, the Fire tablet, Fire TV, Amazon Prime Video, Amazon Music, Amazon Studios, our voice-activated Echo speaker, and the underlying Alexa voice assistant technology. They would become some of Amazon’s strongest and fastest-growing new businesses and value drivers. By 2018, these business units had created devices and services used daily by tens of millions of consumers around the world, generating tens of billions in annual revenue for Amazon.

I was fortunate enough throughout the decade to sit in either the driver’s seat or a passenger seat (with a great view) for these new product initiatives. My role would evolve over the years, and I would become the owner and leader of Amazon’s worldwide digital music and video business and engineering organizations. My team and I led the launch, development, and growth of the services that are known today as Amazon Music, Prime Video, and Amazon Studios. Through this experience, I had the opportunity to observe, participate in, and learn from the development and invention not only of these new products but also of a set of new Amazon processes, the combination of which would propel the company’s second stage of growth, which has made it one of the most valuable companies on earth.

Working Backwards on an Amazon Book

We became friends through my wife, Lynn, and Colin’s wife, Sarah, who became close friends when they both landed on the Amazon Toys category team in 2000 after earning their MBAs. Our friendship grew through our mutual love of golf and regular trips to play Bandon Dunes. We decided to write this book in 2018, when we observed two trends. The first was that Amazon’s popularity had exploded, having become omnipresent in the media. People clearly craved to learn more about Amazon. The second was that Amazon was consistently misunderstood, which we experienced during our years on the inside. Wall Street analysts couldn’t comprehend why Amazon didn’t make a profit, as the company reinvested its cash in new products to drive future growth. And the press was often baffled by and critical of each new Amazon product, including Kindle, Prime, and Amazon Web Services.

Both of us moved on from Amazon to pursue new endeavors—Colin in 2010 and Bill in 2014—but we were forever shaped by our Amazon experiences. We worked with a variety of companies and investors in venture capital. Typical of the kind of thing we heard in our work was this remark by the CEO of a Fortune 100 company: “I don’t understand how Amazon does it. They are able to build and win in so many different businesses from retail, to AWS, to digital media. Meanwhile, we have been at this for more than 30 years, and we still haven’t mastered our core business.”

We realized that there was a gap in the marketplace. There was no source, no book to answer the questions and explain Amazon’s peculiar behavior and how it has produced exceptional results. We know the answers to those questions, and that is what we will share with you in these pages.

Since leaving Amazon, we have both introduced many of its elements to our new organizations, to great effect. But we find that when we talk to colleagues about introducing Amazon’s principles to their workplace, they often respond with some version of, “But you had a lot more resources and money, not to mention Jeff Bezos. We don’t.”

We’re here to tell you that you do not need Amazon’s capital (in fact Amazon was capital constrained for most of our years there), nor do you need Jeff Bezos (though if he is available to work on your project, we’d highly recommend him!). Amazon’s concrete, replicable principles and practices can be learned by anyone and refined and scaled throughout a company. After reading this book, we hope you’ll see that being Amazonian is not a mystical leadership cult but a flexible mindset. You can take the elements that you need as you need them, then tweak and customize them as conditions warrant. The concept also has a wonderful fractal quality, meaning it can add benefit at any scale. We have witnessed the successful adoption of these elements across companies ranging from a ten-person startup to a global enterprise with hundreds of thousands of employees.

Here we will guide you toward being Amazonian in your own way, within your own organization. We’ll offer specific, practical advice expressed through some of our favorite Amazon lore: the events, stories, conversations, personalities, jokes, and more that we have accumulated over the years.

We don’t claim that being Amazonian is the only way to build a high-performing organization. As Jeff has written, “The world, thankfully, is full of many high-performing, highly distinctive corporate cultures. We never claim that our approach is the right one—just that it’s ours . . .”4

Now it can also be yours.
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Working Backwards

Start with the Desired Customer Experience


Start with the customer and work backwards—harder than it sounds, but a clear path to innovating and delighting customers. A useful Working Backwards tool: writing the press release and FAQ before you build the product.



* * *

Most of Amazon’s major products and initiatives since 2004 have one very Amazonian thing in common—they were created through a process called Working Backwards. It is so central to the company’s success that we used it as the title for our book. Working Backwards is a systematic way to vet ideas and create new products. Its key tenet is to start by defining the customer experience, then iteratively work backwards from that point until the team achieves clarity of thought around what to build. Its principal tool is a second form of written narrative called the PR/FAQ, short for press release/frequently asked questions.

We both witnessed its birth. Colin was in his tenure as Jeff’s shadow when the Working Backwards process was launched and he participated in every Working Backwards review presented to Jeff in the twelve months thereafter. And Bill’s experience was forged by applying and refining the Working Backwards concept in the early stages of the process that led to the development of every digital media product.

Trial and Error, Then Success

Working as Jeff’s shadow was a bit like drinking from a fire hose. One surprising challenge of the job I (Colin) noticed early on was just how much context switching went on each day. Every week Jeff—and therefore I—had three recurring meetings: the four-hour S-Team meeting discussed in the previous chapter, a Weekly Business Review (chapter six), and an informal Monday-morning S-Team breakfast near the office. In addition to those, on any given day we’d usually meet with two to four product teams, where we’d spend between one and two hours doing a deep dive on new products and features. Throw in the occasional retail, finance, and operations updates, plus a fire drill or two requiring immediate attention, and you have a typical week.

The product team meetings usually took up a plurality of the available hours in the week. Jeff and I would need to get up to speed on where we left off with any given team, so the first part of each product meeting could be viewed as setup cost. Then we’d discuss the progress made since our last meeting, ask and answer questions, discuss new issues or problems, and agree on next steps that needed to be addressed before we met with the team again. Despite everyone’s best intentions, the meetings were often error prone and inefficient. Sometimes the “setup time” would consume too much of the meeting: teams, rightfully proud of their recent accomplishments, wanted to talk about them at the expense of the important decisions we needed to know about, so by the time the team recapped their progress, there was not enough time left for what actually needed to get done. Other times we’d discover, too late, that the team was not aligned with Jeff and had veered off path from the previous meeting. When that happened, it was extremely frustrating for everyone, not to mention a waste of valuable time.

As I mentioned earlier, part of my role as Jeff’s shadow was to help him be as effective as possible. We needed to improve each stage of these product meetings. We needed to begin by quickly and accurately caching the right information during the setup portion of the meeting. Then we had to focus on the most important issues moving forward. Finally, we had to map out a clear trajectory for the teams to follow between the current meeting and the next one. If we could do all that, it would be a huge win for everyone. We’d be more efficient in addressing the hard problems, which would help us make higher-quality decisions more quickly. With that increase in the speed of good decision-making, Jeff would be able to connect deeply with a greater number of teams.

While I was trying to help sort all this out, Jeff was spending a disproportionate amount of his time on Amazon’s digital transformation, and on what would eventually become the first set of Amazon’s cloud computing services.

So my goal was not easy to reach. It required trial and error over the course of many months. Jeff tried many different ideas, some of them seemingly crazy, like starting a project proposal by writing a user manual or a technical API guide, relying solely on mock-ups, and other approaches to visualizing the outcome of a project. I remember getting frantic calls from nontechnical product managers saying, “Colin, I’m supposed to meet with Jeff next week. Can you send me a good example of a user manual? Also, I’m supposed to write something called an API guide but have no idea what that is!” We were not committed to any of these experimental formats and stopped using them when we realized they were counterproductive.

In the end, what turned out to work best was relying on the core Amazon principle of customer obsession and a simple yet flexible way of writing narrative documents. These two elements form the Working Backwards process—starting from the customer experience and working backwards from that by writing a press release that literally announces the product as if it were ready to launch and an FAQ anticipating the tough questions. While this next section describes the evolution of Working Backwards as seen through the experience of the digital team, a handful of other teams went through a similar process. Bringing together the experience of these teams enabled us to hone and refine Working Backwards into its final form.

Where Are the Mock-Ups? Bill and the Launch of Digital

In 2004, I (Bill) was one of the leaders selected to create and lead Amazon’s digital media organization. I was itching to launch new stores for digital music, movies, and TV shows. I also needed to revamp our e-book store, which had gone online in 2000 and was then a tiny business because books could only be read on a PC and were more expensive than the print edition.

I assumed that the launch process for digital media would essentially be the same as it was for other new Amazon businesses—toys, electronics, and tools, for example—which were known as “category expansions.” For those launches, the process had been straightforward. The team would gather the data to build a catalog of items, establish relationships with vendors to source them, set prices, build content for category pages, and then launch. It wasn’t easy, but we weren’t inventing a new store or customer experience from scratch.

As I was to learn, the process for creating the digital media business would be quite different because there was so much more to creating a great digital media customer experience than simply adding the next retail category to the Amazon website.

The first part of the process went as normal. Our team of three or four people developed plans using the tried-and-true MBA-style methods of the time. We gathered data about the size of the market opportunity. We constructed financial models projecting our annual sales in each category, assuming, of course, an ever-increasing share of digital sales. We calculated gross margin assuming a certain cost of goods from our suppliers. We projected an operating margin based on the size of the team we would need to support the business. We outlined the deals we would make with media companies. We sketched out pricing parameters. We described how the service would work for customers. We put it all together in crisp-looking PowerPoint slides (this was still several months before the switch to narratives) and comprehensive Excel spreadsheets.

We had several meetings with Jeff to present our ideas. At each one, he would listen carefully to what we had to say. He would ask probing questions and study the financials. But he never seemed satisfied or convinced. He found our proposals light on the details as to how the service would work for customers. Finally, inevitably, he would ask, “Where are the mock-ups?”

Jeff was referring to the visual representations that would show exactly how the new service would look on the Amazon website. Mock-ups should be detailed, showing the entire customer experience from landing page to purchase—screen design, buttons, text, the sequence of clicks, everything. To create a meaningful and informative mock-up you have to think through every element of what the service will offer, what the experience will be for the customer, how all the features will work on the page. It requires a ton of work to think through the whole business and a ton more work to create and refine the visuals.

We didn’t have any mock-ups. We just wanted to sell Jeff on the opportunity, show him that these digital media businesses could be large, set a budget, and get the green light to start building the team. We would deal with the customer experience and other details once we got his go-ahead.

But if Jeff wants to see mock-ups, you had better make mock-ups.

A few weeks later we were back with rough mock-ups in hand. Jeff listened carefully to our presentation and then began asking detailed questions about every button, word, link, and color. For music, he asked how our service would be better than iTunes. For e-books, he wanted to know how much the e-books would cost. He asked if people would be able to read their e-books on a tablet or a phone as well as their PC.

We answered as we had before. We hadn’t figured out all that stuff! We just needed his basic approval so we could hire the team, start negotiating deals with media companies, and get something launched. That answer did not go over well. At all. Jeff wanted to know exactly what we were going to build and how it would be better for customers than the competition. He wanted us to agree on those details before we started hiring a team or establishing vendor relationships or building anything.

It was clear that half-baked mock-ups were no better, perhaps worse, than no mock-ups at all. To Jeff, a half-baked mock-up was evidence of half-baked thinking. And he was quick to say so, often using strong language to make his point inescapably clear. Jeff wanted us to know that we couldn’t just charge down the first available and most convenient path to chase after this opportunity. We needed to think through our plan in detail.

We went back to work. The deeper we dug, the clearer it became that digital media was going to be unlike any other Amazon business. The obvious difference was that we would not be shipping brown boxes to customers but rather delivering digital bits over wires. That was the least complicated part. There also had to be a great way for the customer to manage, read, listen to, or watch those bits once they had them. This would require custom apps and hardware.

As we continued to meet with Jeff, we tried various kinds of spreadsheets and PowerPoint slides to present and explore our ideas, none of which seemed to be particularly effective. At some point, I don’t remember exactly when, Jeff suggested a different approach for the next meeting. Forget the spreadsheets and slides, he said. Instead, each team member would write a narrative document. In it, they would describe their best idea for a device or service for the digital media business.

The next meeting arrived, and we all showed up with our narratives. (As mentioned, ours was one of several teams involved in the early experimentation with narratives at the company. They were not yet official Amazon policy.) We distributed them and read them to ourselves and then discussed them, one after another. One proposed an e-book reader that would use new E Ink screen technology. Another described a new take on the MP3 player. Jeff wrote his own narrative about a device he called the Amazon Puck. It would sit on your countertop and could respond to voice commands like, “Puck. Please order a gallon of milk.” Puck would then place the order with Amazon.

The great revelation of this process was not any one of the product ideas. As we’ve described in chapter four, the breakthrough was the document itself. We had freed ourselves of the quantitative demands of Excel, the visual seduction of PowerPoint, and the distracting effect of personal performance. The idea had to be in the writing.

Writing up our ideas was hard work. It required us to be thorough and precise. We had to describe features, pricing, how the service would work, why consumers would want it. Half-baked thinking was harder to disguise on the written page than in PowerPoint slides. It could not be glossed over through personal charm in the presentation.

After we started using the documents, our meetings changed. There was more meat and more detail to discuss, so the sessions were livelier and longer. We weren’t so focused on the pro forma P&L and projected market segment share. We talked at length about the service itself, the experience, and which products and services we thought would appeal most to the customer.

After a lot of trial and error, and incremental moves in this direction among many teams involved in the narrative experiment, Jeff then pushed the idea further. What if we thought of the product concept narrative as a press release? Usually, in a conventional organization, a press release is written at the end of the product development process. The engineers and product managers finish their work, then “throw it over the wall” to the marketing and sales people, who look at the product from the customer point of view, often for the first time. They’re the ones who write the press release, which describes the killer features and fantastic benefits and is designed to create buzz, capture attention, and, above all, get customers to leap out of their chairs to buy.

In this standard process, the company works forward. The leaders come up with a product or business that is great for the company, and then they try to shoehorn it into meeting previously unmet customer needs.

That approach can lead to some undesirable results, Jeff believed. To make his point, he used Sony as a hypothetical example. Suppose Sony decides to introduce a new TV. The sales and marketing group has done its research into customer preferences and market trends (but not necessarily the customer experience) and has determined that Sony should offer a 44-inch TV at a price point of $1,999. The engineering team, however, has been working on the new TV for quite some time, and their focus has been on picture quality, which means higher resolution, and they have not been especially concerned about price point. The TV they come up with will cost $2,000 just to manufacture. So there is no way that the retail price can be $1,999.

If the two organizations had started the process by writing a press release, they would have had to agree on the features, cost, customer experience, and price. Then they could have worked backwards to figure out what to build, thereby surfacing the challenges they would face in product development and manufacturing.

The Kindle Press Release

Kindle was the first product offered by the digital media group, and it, along with several AWS products, was among the first at Amazon to be created using the press release approach.

Kindle was a breakthrough in multiple dimensions. It used an E Ink display. The customer could shop for, buy, and download books directly from the device—no need to connect to a PC or to Wi-Fi. Kindle offered more e-books than any other device or service available at the time and the price was lower. Today, that set of features sounds absolutely standard. In 2007, it was pioneering.

But Kindle had not started out that way. In the early stages of its development—before we got started on the press release approach and when we were still using PowerPoint and Excel—we had not described a device that could do all these things from the customer perspective. We had focused on the technology challenges, business constraints, sales and financial projections, and marketing opportunities. We were working forward, trying to invent a product that would be good for Amazon, the company, not the customer.

When we wrote a Kindle press release and started working backwards, everything changed. We focused instead on what would be great for customers. An excellent screen for a great reading experience. An ordering process that would make buying and downloading books easy. A huge selection of titles. Low prices. We would never have had the breakthroughs necessary to achieve that customer experience were it not for the press release process, which forced the team to invent multiple solutions to customer problems. (We tell the whole Kindle story in chapter seven.)

As we got more adept at using the Working Backwards process, we refined the press release document and added a second element: the FAQ, frequently asked questions, with, of course, answers.

The FAQ section, as it developed, included both external and internal questions. External FAQs are the ones you would expect to hear from the press or customers. “Where can I purchase a new Amazon Echo?” or “How does Alexa work?”

Internal FAQs are the questions that your team and the executive leadership will ask. “How can we make a 44-inch TV with an HD display that can retail for $1,999 at a 25 percent gross margin?” or “How will we make a Kindle reader that connects to carrier networks to download books without customers having to sign a contract with a carrier?” or “How many new software engineers and data scientists do we need to hire for this new initiative?”

In other words, the FAQ section is where the writer shares the details of the plan from a consumer point of view and addresses the various risks and challenges from internal operations, technical, product, marketing, legal, business development, and financial points of view.

The Working Backwards document became known as the PR/FAQ.

The Features and Benefits of the PR/FAQ

The primary point of the process is to shift from an internal/company perspective to a customer perspective. Customers are pitched new products constantly. Why will this new product be compelling enough for customers to take action and buy it? A common question asked by executives when reviewing the product features in the PR is “so what?” If the press release doesn’t describe a product that is meaningfully better (faster, easier, cheaper) than what is already out there, or results in some stepwise change in customer experience, then it isn’t worth building.

The PR gives the reader the highlights of the customer experience. The FAQ provides all the salient details of the customer experience as well as a clear-eyed and thorough assessment of how expensive and challenging it will be for the company to build the product or create the service. That’s why it’s not unusual for an Amazon team to write ten drafts of the PR/FAQ or more, and to meet with their senior leaders five times or more to iterate, debate, and refine the idea.

The PR/FAQ process creates a framework for rapidly iterating and incorporating feedback and reinforces a detailed, data-oriented, and fact-based method of decision-making. We found that it can be used to develop ideas and initiatives—a new compensation policy, for example—as well as products and services. Once your organization learns how to use this valuable tool, it is addicting. People start to use it for everything.

Over time, we refined and normalized the specifications for the PR/FAQ. The press release (PR) portion is a few paragraphs, always less than one page. The frequently asked questions (FAQ) should be five pages or less. There are no awards for extra pages or more words. The goal isn’t to explain all the excellent work you have done but rather to share the distilled thinking that has come from that work.

People who write press releases for a living, or indeed anyone who has been professionally edited, knows the importance of boiling things down as much as possible, but the people in product development don’t always understand this. In the early days of the PR/FAQ, a common mistake people made was to assume that more means better. They’d produce long documents, attach page after page of narrative, insert charts and tables in an appendix. The virtue of this approach, at least from the perspective of the writer, is that it shows all their work and allows them to avoid hard decisions about what’s important and what’s not—leaving those for the group. However, restricting the length of the document is, to use a term that came up when describing the narratives, a forcing function—we have seen that it develops better thinkers and communicators.

The creation of the PR/FAQ starts with the person who originated either the idea or the project writing a draft. When it’s in shareable condition, that person sets up a one-hour meeting with stakeholders to review the document and get feedback. At the meeting, they distribute the PR/FAQ in either soft or hard copy, and everyone reads it to themselves. When they have finished, the writer asks for general feedback. The most senior attendees tend to speak last, to avoid influencing others.

Once everyone has given their high-level responses, the writer asks for specific comments, line by line, paragraph by paragraph. This discussion of the details is the critical part of the meeting. People ask hard questions. They engage in intense debate and discussion of the key ideas and the way they are expressed. They point out things that should be omitted or things that are missing.

After the meeting, the writer distributes meeting minutes to all the attendees, including notes on the feedback. Then they get to work on the revision, incorporating responses to the feedback. When it is polished, they present it to the executive leaders in the company. There will be more feedback and discussion. More revision and more meetings may be required.

The PR/FAQ review process can be stressful, no matter how constructive and unbiased the feedback. Gaps will be found! A PR/FAQ under serious consideration for implementation will typically require multiple drafts and meetings with the leadership. Senior managers, directors, and executive leaders who oversee the authors of PR/FAQs become skilled evaluators and contributors to the process. The more PR/FAQs they read, and the more products they build and launch using the PR/FAQ process, the more capable they become at identifying the omissions and flaws in the author’s thinking. And so the process itself creates a tier of master evaluators as it vets and strengthens the idea and aligns everyone involved in the project, from individual contributor to CEO. It also increases the likelihood that a project will be approved and funded. You should plan on making many revisions to the PR/FAQ document, even after the project has formally started, to reflect changes and new elements.

Example: Blue Corp. Announces the Launch of Melinda, the Smart Mailbox

Melinda is the physical mailbox designed to securely receive and keep safe all your e-commerce and grocery deliveries.


PR Newswire, Atlanta, GA, November 5, 2019

Today Blue Corp. announced the launch of Melinda, a smart mailbox that ensures secure and properly chilled delivery and storage for your online purchases and groceries. With Melinda, you no longer need to worry about getting your deliveries stolen from your doorstep or spoiled groceries. Plus, you’re notified as soon as your packages are delivered. Packed with smart technology, Melinda costs just $299.

Today, 23 percent of online shoppers report having packages stolen from their front porch, and 19 percent complain of grocery deliveries being spoiled. With no easy solution to these problems, customers give up and stop ordering online.

Melinda, with its smart technology and insulation, makes stolen packages and spoiled groceries a thing of the past. Each Melinda includes a camera and a speaker. When a delivery courier arrives at your home, Melinda tells the courier to scan the package barcode by holding it up to the camera. If the code is valid, the front door opens and Melinda instructs the courier to place the package inside and close the door securely. The built-in scale in the base of each Melinda verifies that the weight of the delivery matches the weight of the item(s) you ordered. The courier receives a voice confirmation, and your purchase is safe and secure. Melinda sends you a text letting you know that your item arrived along with a video of the courier making the delivery.

When you return home and are ready to retrieve your delivery, just use the built-in fingerprint reader to unlock the door. Melinda can store and recognize up to ten saved fingerprints so that all members of your family can access Melinda.

Do you use Instacart, Amazon, or Walmart for online grocery delivery? If so, are you tired of spoiled groceries in the hot sun? Melinda keeps your chilled and frozen food cold. The walls of Melinda are two inches thick and made with the same pressure-injected foam used in the best coolers, keeping your groceries cool for up to twelve hours.

Melinda fits easily on your porch or stoop, taking up just a few feet of space, and you can choose from a variety of colors and finishes to make Melinda an attractive addition to the appearance of your home.

“Melinda is a breakthrough in safety and convenience for online shoppers,” says Lisa Morris, CEO of Blue Corp. “In creating Melinda we combined a number of the latest technologies at the low price of just $299.”

“Melinda is a lifesaver,” said Janet Thomas, a frequent online shopper and customer of Instacart. “It is so frustrating when one of my packages is stolen from my front porch, and it can be time-consuming to work with customer support to get a refund. I use Instacart every week for grocery delivery, and many times I am not home when my groceries arrive. I love knowing that they are kept cool and secure in my Melinda. I selected the natural teak finish for my Melinda—it looks great on my front porch.”

To order your Melinda, simply visit keepitcoolmelinda.com, or visit amazon.com, walmart.com, Walmart stores, and other leading retailers.

Internal FAQs


Q: How large is the estimated consumer demand for Melinda?

A: Based on our research, we estimate that ten million households in the United States, Europe, and Asia would want to buy Melinda at a $299 price point.

Q: Why is $299 the right price point?

A: There are no directly comparable products in the marketplace today. One similar product is Amazon Key, which allows couriers access to your home, garage, or car using smart lock technology. Another similar product is Ring Doorbell, which ranges in price from $99 to $499. We based our price on customer surveys and focus groups combined with the price needed to ensure profitability.

Q: How does Melinda recognize barcodes on packages?

A: We will license barcode-scanning technology from Green Corp. at a cost of $100K per year. In addition, we need to develop an API that will allow us to link a Melinda customer account with any e-commerce provider (Amazon, Walmart, eBay, OfferUp, etc.), which provides us with the item tracking number from the e-commerce or delivery merchant. This way we can recognize the barcode with the package tracking number and know either the exact or an estimated weight for each item.

Q: What if a customer receives an order from an e-commerce provider and they haven’t linked their account yet?

A: We make it easy for customers to link their orders because we will offer a browser plug-in for Melinda customers that detects when they place an order with an e-commerce provider, which then links their account and the order details to their Melinda.

Q: Why will e-commerce providers like Amazon and Walmart be willing to share these package delivery details with us? What is in it for them?

A: We believe we can convince them that the customer experience benefits will enable them to increase their sales. In addition, we will work closely with their business and legal groups to ensure that we handle their customer data in ways that meet their stringent requirements. Alternatively, we will offer a simple UI for customers to copy and paste each tracking number from their e-commerce provider to the Melinda app.

Q: What happens if a customer gets more than one delivery in a day?

A: Melinda can accept multiple deliveries each day until the unit is full.

Q: What if the package is too big for Melinda?

A: Packages exceeding 2′x2′x4′ won’t fit in Melinda. Melinda can still record the delivery person and scan the barcode, but the item is stored outside Melinda.

Q: How does Melinda prevent a courier from stealing items that are already in Melinda from a prior order?

A: There are several ways. The first is that the forward-facing camera records any activity or access to Melinda. The second is that there is a scale at the base of the unit that detects the weight of the shipment and verifies that this matches the item(s) ordered. If a second delivery is made in one day, Melinda knows the weight of the first delivery and the estimated weight of the second delivery, so if the net weight is lower, Melinda knows that the courier has removed something and will sound an alarm.

Q: What is the estimated bill of materials (BOM) or cost to manufacture each Melinda, and how much profit will we make per unit?

A: The estimated BOM is $250 for each Melinda, meaning that our gross profit per unit is $49. The most expensive parts in Melinda are the shell and insulation ($115), the fingerprint reader ($49), and the scale.

Q: What is the power source for Melinda?

A: Melinda requires a standard AC outlet.

Q: What size team is required to build Melinda?

A: We estimate that we need a team of 77 at an annualized cost of $15 million. There are several teams required to build Melinda, but these can be broken down into hardware and software teams. On the hardware side, we need a team for each of the following:




	The physical shell, color choices, and finishes (6)

	Integration of the various smart and mechanical components, including the fingerprint reader, the camera, the automatic (open/close) door, the speaker, and the camera (12)



On the software side, we will need a team for each of the new services. Below is our current assessment of what teams will be required and how many people should be on each team, including product managers, engineers, designers, and so on:


	Voice commands to couriers (10)

	Fingerprint capture and storing (8)

	Package tracking and item weight details (11)

	Barcode reader (7)

	API to link e-commerce accounts to Melinda (12)

	Browser plug-in/web interface for account linking (5)

	Melinda app for iOS and Android (6)





* * *

This fictitious PR/FAQ is designed to illustrate the kinds of thinking and problems that the author and readers of a PR/FAQ should consider.

The product itself is both realistic and unrealistic. The customer problem of stolen packages and melting groceries is very real (although the research/stats here are phony), and the various components and technologies all exist. The Melinda, as described, is not realistic in that the costs are almost certainly underestimated (the product is overly complex), and the total addressable market for the product is probably very small.

However, the example enables us to illustrate the ways in which the PR/FAQ process helps authors assess the viability of any new product by forcing them to consider and document all elements and constraints, including (but not limited to) the consumer needs and total addressable market, the per-unit economics and P&L, key dependencies, and the feasibility (how challenging it is to build the product). A good PR/FAQ is one in which the author has clearly considered and grappled with each of these issues, seeking truth and clarity on each.

Press Release Components


These are the key elements of the press release:

Heading: Name the product in a way the reader (i.e., your target customers) will understand. One sentence under the title.

“Blue Corp. announces the launch of Melinda, the smart mailbox.”

Subheading: Describe the customer for the product and what benefits they will gain from using it. One sentence only underneath the heading.

“Melinda is the physical mailbox designed to securely receive and keep safe all your e-commerce and grocery deliveries.”

Summary Paragraph: Begin with the city, media outlet, and your proposed launch date. Give a summary of the product and the benefit.

“PR Newswire, Atlanta, GA, November 5, 2019. Today Blue Corp. announced the launch of Melinda, a smart mailbox that ensures secure and properly chilled delivery and storage for your online purchases and groceries.”

Problem Paragraph: This is where you describe the problem that your product is designed to solve. Make sure that you write this paragraph from the customer’s point of view.

“Today, 23 percent of online shoppers report having packages stolen from their front porch, and 19 percent complain of grocery deliveries being spoiled.”

Solution Paragraph(s): Describe your product






FAQ Components



Consumer Needs and Total Addressable Market (TAM)


	How many consumers have this need or problem?

	How big is the need?

	For how many consumers is this problem big enough that they are willing to spend money to do something about it?

	If so, how much money would they be willing to spend?

	How many of these consumers have the characteristics/capabilities/constraints necessary to make use of the product?





	don’t have enough space on their front porch for this product

	don’t have a front porch or similar outdoor area with access to the street at all (e.g., most apartment dwellers)

	don’t have a suitable source of electricity

	wouldn’t be pleased to have a large storage/mailbox on their front porch

	don’t receive many deliveries or deliveries that need refrigeration

	don’t live in areas where package theft is a problem

	don’t have interest or ability to pay $299 to answer the need





Economics and P&L


	What are the per-unit economics of the device? That is, what is the expected gross profit and contribution profit per unit?

	What is the rationale for the price point you have chosen for the product?

	How much will we have to invest up front to build this product in terms of people, technology, inventory, warehouse space, and so on?







Dependencies


	How will we convince couriers (USPS, UPS, FedEx, Amazon Fulfillment, Instacart, etc.) to actually use this device instead of their current/standard delivery methods?

	How will we ensure that couriers (who don’t work for you and over whom you have no control) will use the Melinda UI properly and bother to actually put packages in it instead of just leaving the package by the front door like they typically do?

	Won’t it take more time (which is precious) for them to make a delivery than it does today?

	What third-party technologies are we dependent on for Melinda to function as promised?





Feasibility


	What are the challenging product engineering problems we will need to solve?

	What are the challenging customer UI problems we will need to solve?

	What are the third-party dependencies we will need to solve?

	How will we manage the risk of the up-front investment required?





Go Ahead?










  
Working

Backwards

[image: image]

COLIN BRYAR joined Amazon in 1998 – four years after its founding – and spent the next twelve years as part of its senior leadership team as the company grew from a US-only seller of books to a global, multi-dimensional powerhouse and innovator. For two of his years at Amazon, Colin was Chief of Staff to Jeff Bezos, aka ‘Jeff’s shadow’.

[image: image]

BILL CARR joined Amazon in 1999 and spent more than fifteen years at the company. As Vice President of Digital Media, Bill launched and managed the company’s global digital music and video businesses, including Amazon Music, Prime Video, and Amazon Studios.

Colin and Bill are co-founders of Working Backwards LLC, where they coach executives at both large and early-stage companies on how to implement the management practices developed at Amazon.




[image: image]

First published 2021 by St Martin’s Press,

an imprint of St Martin’s Publishing Group

First published in the UK 2021 by Macmillan

This electronic edition first published in the UK 2021 by Macmillan

an imprint of Pan Macmillan

The Smithson, 6 Briset Street, London EC1M 5NR

EU representative: Macmillan Publishers Ireland Limited,
Mallard Lodge, Lansdowne Village, Dublin 4

Associated companies throughout the world

www.panmacmillan.com

ISBN 978-1-5290-3385-4

Copyright © Working Backwards LLC 2021

Jacket images: Arrow © Mela_art

Background © Kwangmoozaa / Shutterstock

The right of Colin Bryar and Bill Carr to be identified as the authors of this work has been asserted by them in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

You may not copy, store, distribute, transmit, reproduce or otherwise make available this publication (or any part of it) in any form, or by any means (electronic, digital, optical, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise), without the prior written permission of the publisher. Any person who does any unauthorized act in relation to this publication may be liable to criminal prosecution and civil claims for damage.

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

Visit www.panmacmillan.com to read more about all our books and to buy them. You will also find features, author interviews and news of any author events, and you can sign up for e-newsletters so that you’re always first to hear about our new releases.


OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





OEBPS/xhtml/toc.xhtml






		Cover



		Title page

    

		Dedication page

    

		Contents



		Introduction



		Part One: BEING AMAZONIAN



		Introduction to Part One



		1. Building Blocks: Leadership Principles and Mechanisms



		2. Hiring: Amazon’s Unique Bar Raiser Process



		3. Organizing: Separable, Single-Threaded Leadership



		4. Communicating: Narratives and the Six-Pager



		5. Working Backwards: Start with the Desired Customer Experience



		6. Metrics: Manage Your Inputs, Not Your Outputs









		Part Two: THE INVENTION MACHINE AT WORK



		Introduction to Part Two



		7. Kindle



		8. Prime



		9. Prime Video



		10. AWS









		Conclusion: Being Amazonian Beyond Amazon



		Appendix A: Interview Feedback Examples



		Appendix B: Sample Narrative Tenets and FAQs



		Appendix C: Timeline of Events in the Book



		Acknowledgments



		Footnotes



		Notes



		Index

   

		About the Authors



		Copyright page

    		









Guide





    		Cover



    		Title page



    		Contents



    		1. Building Blocks: Leadership Principles and Mechanisms











OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
ng ‘
I%gckwards

Insights, Sforiesv,
~and Secrets from Inside
Amazon

Colin Bryar and Bill Carr





OEBPS/images/author2.jpg





OEBPS/images/author1.jpg





OEBPS/images/ama.jpg





OEBPS/images/part.jpg





OEBPS/images/copy.jpg





