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Introduction to Working Backwards
Amazon’s primary mechanism for innovation

Josh Arbaugh
Digital Innovation Lead
Amazon Web Services
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Our mission:

to be Earth’s most 
customer-centric 
company
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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, Founder and Executive Chair, Amazon.com, Inc. 
- 2016 letter to shareholders



© 2024, Amazon Web Services, Inc. or its Affiliates. All rights reserved. AMAZON CONFIDENTIAL.© 2023, Amazon Web Services, Inc. or its Affiliates. All rights reserved. Amazon Confidential.    |  

Creating a culture of innovation

Mechanisms: Encoded behaviors 
that turn ideas into meaningful 
innovations – Working Backwards 
methodology, PR-FAQs, and 
detailed narratives

Organization: We decentralize 
authority to single-threaded 
owners leading small, 
empowered ‘two pizza’ teams that 
own what they create

Architecture: Empower 
innovators through self-service 
tools; utilize AWS cloud platform 
to build quickly, scale fast, and 
minimize costs of failure

Culture: Hire builders and manage 
against our 16 Leadership Principles, 
Think Big and invest early – and 
accept failure as a critical part of the 
innovation process

Generate ideas: We hire innovators, and we 
encourage new, disruptive ideas from across our 
organization



UPDATE THIS PRESENTATION HEADER IN SLIDE MASTER

© 2024, Amazon Web Services, Inc. or its affiliates. © 2024, Amazon Web Services, Inc. or its affiliates.  

Let’s work backwards!
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Activity - Listen

Write down several of your customers and think about their 
needs
• Think about external customers
• Think about internal customers
• Choose one and give them a description like the below from 

Amazon Go:

Who is the customer and what 
insights do we have about them?

•

busy, on-the-go, tech savvy, urban dwellers
EXAMPLE:
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Activity - Listen

• Build the persona:
• Name, age, profession, education, location
• Tell us about them
• What are their pain points and how do they feel about them?
• What goals do they have?

• Share your persona with a neighbor

Who is the customer and what 
insights do we have about them?

•
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What is the prevailing customer 
problem or opportunity?
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What is the prevailing customer problem or opportunity?

Today busy, on-the-go, tech savvy, urban dwellers

Have to fight crowds and wait in long lines  
   
When they simply want to grab only a few things 
at the corner convenience store while on the go 
during a busy day.

Customers need a way to get in and out of the 
store quickly.     

EXAMPLE:



© 2024, Amazon Web Services, Inc. or its affiliates. All rights reserved. Amazon Confidential and Trademark.

Activity - Define

What is the prevailing customer 
problem or opportunity?

Work with your customer team to fill in the blanks
Today________________________________________________
               (customer type)
has to________________________________________________

     (describe problem/opportunity)
when________________________________________________

(situation)

Present the problem statement to a neighbor
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How might we … ?

Improve their retail experience? (too broad)

Use tap-to-pay credit card check out? (too narrow)

Use automated checkout stations? (not thinking big enough)

Eliminate the checkout process all together? (YES!) 
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THINK BIG
Thinking small is a self-fulfilling prophecy. Leaders 

create and communicate a bold direction that inspires 
results. They think differently and look around corners 

for ways to serve customers.
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Activity - Invent

Reflecting on the customer problem, brainstorm different 
ways to create the benefit necessary to achieve the 
customers’ goals
• What if…no barriers, no limits
• Each person creates eight ideas in eight minutes, listen 

for prompts
• Use your workbook, post-its, etc.

Review ideas and decide on best idea (combine as 
necessary)

What is the solution and the most 
important customer benefit?

Idea #1 Idea #2

Idea #3 Idea #4
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What is the most important customer benefit?

Workbook page 6:

Now you have the big Idea! 

Complete page 6 of your workbook. Clearly articulate the idea 
and the customer benefit.
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• Leap into the future: think BIG

• Focus on the customer need

• The customer quote is key

• Avoid jargon

• Say it simply and clearly

PRESS RELEASE
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Structure of a press release

1. Headline and subheading
2. Date and summary
3. Problem or opportunity
4. Solution
5. Leader quote
6. Customer experience
7. Customer testimonial
8. Call to action
9. Footer

Press Release
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Activity - Refine

Press release version 0.1
In customer-centric language, write your idea summary for your big idea. Remember, this is the 
elevator pitch for your idea.

Write your customer testimonial for your big idea. Use the testimonial to reinforce why the 
customer cares about your solution.

Write the headline that introduces your solution to the world. Aim to both explain and leave the 
reader wanting more.
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Thank you!
Josh Arbaugh
jarbaug@amazon
https://www.linkedin.com/in/josh-arbaugh/

Please take our survey:
Track: Getting started with AWS 
Session: Working Backwards 

workshop


