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Amazon’s Culture of Innovation
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Customer Engagements – Past and Present
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Why is innovation important today?

§ Is it a necessity or a potential distraction?

§ How does it help us survive ‘now’?

§ Does the “new normal” present new opportunities?
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How have different innovation strategies fared?

Probability of achieving market leadership post downturn

Aggressive cost cutters: 21%

Bold investors: 26%

Balanced Movers 37%

Source: Harvard Business Review, “Roaring out of Recession”, March 2010
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Our mission

to be Earth’s most
customer-centric company
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Where innovation begins

start with the customer
and work backwards
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“There are many advantages to a customer-
centric approach, but here’s the big one: 
Customers are always beautifully, wonderfully 
dissatisfied, even when they report being 
happy and business is great. Even when they 
don’t yet know it, customers want something 
better, and your desire to delight customers 
will drive you to invent on their behalf.”

- Jeff Bezos, 2016 letter to shareholders
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How do we organize for innovation?

Culture
Customer obsession, hire builders, let them build, support them with a 
belief system

Mechanisms
Encoded behaviors that facilitate innovative thinking

Architecture
Structure that supports rapid growth and change

Organization
Small, empowered teams that own what they create
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Every one of us is a 
leader on our 
mission

Invent and 
Simplify

Hire and 
Develop the Best

Frugality

Deliver Results

Are Right, 
A Lot

Dive Deep

Bias for 
Action

Insist on the 
Highest Standards

Earn Trust

Ownership

Think Big

Customer 
Obsession

Have Backbone, 
Disagree & Commit

Learn and 
Be Curious
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Invent and Simplify

Leaders expect and require innovation and 
invention from their teams and always find 
ways to simplify. They are externally aware, 
look for new ideas from everywhere, and are 
not limited by “not invented here”. As we do 
new things, we accept that we may be 
misunderstood for long periods of time.
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Willingness to be misunderstood for a long 
time…
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78
Price Reductions (since ‘06)

1957
New Services and Features 

introduced in FY 18

Millions of 
Monthly Active Customers
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Bias for action

Speed matters in business. Many decisions 
and actions are reversible and do not need 
extensive study. We value calculated risk 
taking.
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Is it a one-way or 
a two-way door?
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Working Backwards 
is a process

Use it to get clarity, not to document 
what you’ve already decided to do

Customer

Press 
Release

FAQ

Visuals



© 2020, Amazon Web Services, Inc. or its Affiliates. All rights reserved.



© 2020, Amazon Web Services, Inc. or its Affiliates. All rights reserved.

Artifacts from the Working Backwards process

Press Release

FAQs
Visuals



© 2020, Amazon Web Services, Inc. or its Affiliates. All rights reserved.

How do we organize for innovation?

Culture
Customer obsession, hire builders, let them build, support them with a 
belief system

Mechanisms
Encoded behaviors that facilitate innovative thinking

Architecture
Structure that supports rapid growth and change

Organization
Small, empowered teams that own what they create



© 2020, Amazon Web Services, Inc. or its Affiliates. All rights reserved.

A shift to microservices

• Single-purpose
• Connect only through hardened APIs 
• Largely “black boxes” to each other
• Business logic and data only accessible 
through APIs
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Self-service platforms
without gatekeepers

Creating powerful self-service platforms 
that enable builders to use the right tool 
for the right job
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Amazon hires 
builders and lets 
them build
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Two-Pizza teams are 
fast and agile, fostering 
ownership and
autonomy

Small, decentralized 
teams are nimble

Own and run 
what you build
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Experiment early & 
frequently
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To our shareowners (2015)
This year, Amazon became the fastest company ever to reach $100 billion annual sales. Also 
this year, Amazon Web Services is reaching $10 billion in annual sales.One area where I think we are especially distinctive is failure. I believe we are the best place in 
the world to fail (we have plenty of practice!), and failure and invention are inseparable twins. 
To invent you have to experiment, and if you know in advance that it’s going to work, it’s not 
an experiment. Most large organizations embrace the idea of invention, but are not willing to 
suffer the string of failed experiments necessary to get there. Outsized returns often come from 
betting against conventional wisdom, and conventional wisdom is usually right. Given a ten 
percent chance of a 100 times payoff, you should take that bet every time. But you’re still going 
to be wrong nine times out of ten. We all know that if you swing for the fences, you’re going to 
strike out a lot, but you’re also going to hit some home runs. The difference between baseball 
and business, however, is that baseball has a truncated outcome distribution. When you swing, 
no matter how well you connect with the ball, the most runs you can get is four. In business, 
every once in a while, when you step up to the plate, you can score 1,000 runs. This long-tailed 
distribution of returns is why it’s important to be bold. Big winners pay for so many
experiments.
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Auctions, zShops, Marketplace

Learn from failures…

fire Phone
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Digital Innovation is about creating new products & services

EXPLORE innovation at Amazon 
– the principles behind our 
organization, architecture, 
mechanisms and culture

DEFINE a new product, service, 
or experience that will delight your 
customers; start with the customer 
and work backwards

BRING your new digital 
offering to life; test it with 
your customers.

Customer brings:
§ Senior executive business sponsor (e.g. Single-threaded leader)

§ Specific customer & customer focused 
problem/opportunity

§ Willingness to invest in complete engagement (2-3 
months)

AWS brings:
§ Our innovation knowledge, mechanisms & experience
§ End-to-end engagement facilitation
§ Bias for action with prototyping capability and credits

1 2 3

Let’s partner to invent something your customers will love.
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Case study: AI-powered graph database helps 
users visualize connections

Challenges Solution Benefits

Journalists and data scientists at 
The Globe and Mail needed to be 
able to quickly understand 
connections among millions of 
records to aid in investigative 
journalism and bring additional 
value to readers.

With the AWS Digital Innovation program 
the team learned how to work backwards 
from their customer, and developed an AI-
powered graph database that connects the 
dots across people, events, organizations, 
etc. to help journalists see relationships 
that otherwise may not be apparent. It also 
enables readers to examine the data 
behind the stories – adding a level of 
transparency that had never been 
possible. 

• Reduced project development 
time by 4 years

• Increased staff productivity
• Improved customer experience

About The Globe and Mail

The Globe and Mail is Canada’s 
foremost news media company, 
reaching more than 6 million readers 
across print and digital every week. 

Industry:  Publishing

Headquarters:  Canada

Website: www.theglobeandmail.com/

The solution changes the [social] contract we have with our readers, and has a huge potential to 
change journalism. The biggest takeaway from the entire program is the idea that anything is 
possible. Where I would have spent five years persuading the team internally that we needed to 
create an entirely new data structure… it was done in under a year.

- Editor-in-Chief David Walmsley

“
”

https://www.theglobeandmail.com/
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Thank you for your time

33

§ Please fill out our quick 3 question survey that should be up on your 
screen as soon as you leave the webinar.

§ If you are interested in AWS’ support in Digital Innovation, please 
reach out to your Account Manager and fill out the survey so we can 
follow up with you. 


