
© 2023, Amazon Web Services, Inc. or its affiliates. All rights reserved.© 2023, Amazon Web Services, Inc. or its affiliates. All rights reserved.



© 2023, Amazon Web Services, Inc. or its affiliates. All rights reserved.© 2023, Amazon Web Services, Inc. or its affiliates. All rights reserved.© 2023, Amazon Web Services, Inc. or its affiliates. All rights reserved.© 2023, Amazon Web Services, Inc. or its affiliates. All rights reserved.

Define your next $1B opportunity: 
Introduction to Working Backwards

Ellen Cowan

I N O 1 0 1

(she/her)

Innovation & Transformation Programs 
Leader, North America East Region

AWS

Richard Taylor

(he/him)

Innovation & Transformation Programs 
Leader, APJ

AWS



© 2023, Amazon Web Services, Inc. or its affiliates. All rights reserved.© 2023, Amazon Web Services, Inc. or its affiliates. All rights reserved.

Our mission:

To be Earth’s most 
customer-centric company
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Hire and 

Develop the Best

Frugality

Deliver Results

Are Right, A Lot

Dive Deep

Earn Trust

Ownership
Think Big

Have Backbone; 

Disagree and Commit

Invent and Simplify

Bias for Action

Insist on the 

Highest Standards

Customer Obsession

Learn and Be Curious

Strive to be Earth’s 

Best Employer

Success and Scale Bring 

Broad Responsibility

Unless you know better 

ones. Please be a leader.

Our

leadership 

principles
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Customer obsession

Leaders start with the customer and work backwards. 

They work vigorously to earn and keep customer trust. 

Although leaders pay attention to competitors, they 

obsess over customers.
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Where innovation begins:

Start with the customer and 
work backwards
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Working

Backwards
Listen

to customers

Define
the problem

Invent
the solution

Refine
the solution

Test and 

iterate
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In Working Backwards, we wrestle with 
5 questions

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

2. What is the prevailing customer problem or opportunity?

3. What is the solution and the most important customer benefit?

4. How do we describe the solution and the experience to customers?

5. How do we test the solution with customers and measure success?
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... and work together on a future press release

Press release

FAQs

Visuals
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We read, 

discuss, debate, 

and ask more 

questions
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E-commerce

Streaming content

AWS

Consumables

Devices

Physical retail
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Pickers or packers

Media consumers

Technical builders

Grocery shoppers

Device users

Busy, on-the-go adults



© 2023, Amazon Web Services, Inc. or its affiliates. All rights reserved.© 2023, Amazon Web Services, Inc. or its affiliates. All rights reserved.

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
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•

Who is the customer?

Be specific about the customer, 

their context, and their needs
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1. Who is the 
customer, and what 
insights do we have 
about them?
▪ Busy

▪ On the go

▪ Tech savvy

▪ Urban dweller

▪ Low tolerance for 

long lines
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2. What is the prevailing customer problem 
or opportunity?

Today [customer type]

have to [describe problem or opportunity]

when [situation].

Customers need a way to [insert need].
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2. What is the prevailing customer problem 
or opportunity?

Today

have to

when

Customers need a way to    

     

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

have to fight crowds and wait in long lines  

when they only want to grab a few things at the store on a busy day.

Customers need a way to get in and out of the store quickly.    
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How might we …

Improve their retail experience? (too broad)

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

Use automated checkout stations? (not thinking big enough)

Eliminate the checkout process altogether? (YES!)
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Now it’s your turn!
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Today’s activities

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

2. What is the prevailing customer problem or opportunity?

3. What is the solution and the most important customer benefit?

4. How do we describe the solution and the experience to customers?

5. How do we test the solution with customers and measure success?
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Who is your customer?

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

Workbook pages 4–5

5 min

Write down your customer, their defining characteristics, and any insights you 

have about them (needs, wants, attitudes, behaviors). Circle your customer’s 

most pressing need.

5 min

Share your work with a buddy, and get their feedback on your description of the 

customer and their needs.
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What is the prevailing customer problem or 
opportunity?

Workbook pages 6–7

5 min

Try using a Today Statement to describe the customer problem or opportunity.

Today [customer type]

have to [describe problem or opportunity]

when [situation]

Customers need a way to [insert need]
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ID8s – 8 ideas in 8 minutes

Workbook pages 8–9

8 min

Reflecting on your customer and their needs or wants, individually brainstorm 

different ways you could delight this customer. You can use words or draw 

pictures. The first few ideas are easy, but to think of 8 different ones should 

push you.
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What is the solution and the most important 
customer benefit?

Workbook pages 10–11

10 min

Pick 1 of your 8 ideas (or combine some ideas) to clarify the “big idea”. 

Share your top idea for your customers with your buddy. Listen carefully, and 

respectfully challenge each other, updating or editing your descriptions as 

necessary. Be ruthless about the most important customer benefit.

5 min

With your buddy’s feedback, flesh out the ‘big idea’ and the experience for the 

customer, articulate the most important customer benefit. 
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Clarify and refine the big idea

Press release

FAQs

Visuals



© 2023, Amazon Web Services, Inc. or its affiliates. All rights reserved.© 2023, Amazon Web Services, Inc. or its affiliates. All rights reserved.

Press release overview

▪ Focus on the customer need

▪ Customer testimonial is key

▪ Launch date = MLP

▪ Avoid jargon

▪ Say it simply and clearly
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Headline

Subheading

1. Date and summary

2. Problem or opportunity

3. Solution

4. Leader quote

5. Customer experience

6. Customer testimonial

7. Call to action

Footer

Structure of a 
press release
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What is a customer testimonial?

Example from Amazon Location Service, which allows AWS customers to add location functionality to 

their applications:

“Shortly after the launch of Amazon Location Service, our team jumped at the chance of migrating 

our existing map infrastructure for increased speed and reduction of cost in comparison to the 

service we were using,” said Nick Wills, Technical Director & Co-Founder at Coolstays. “We are 

thrilled with the results; we saw a 28% improvement in tile load speed and a 50% decrease in cost 

compared to our previous provider.”

A customer testimonial is made up, but should be specific, believable, and 

sound like a human said it. Use the testimonial to reinforce why the customer 

cares about what you're launching.
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Customer quote or testimonial

Workbook pages 12–13

5 min

Think about how a customer might feel after using your product. Write a 

speculative quote coming from a happy customer who has just used your 

product.
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Review

5 min

Review your buddy’s customer testimonial.

Guidelines

▪ Respectfully challenge

▪ Are we clear on who the customer is?

▪ What is the most important customer benefit?

▪ Does it Think Big enough?
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A press release with frequently asked questions 

(PRFAQ) is a conversation starter to achieve 

clarity and customer focus.

We read, discuss, debate,
and ask questions.

We revise and

improve the solution

with each iteration.
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The 5 Working Backwards questions 

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

2. What is the prevailing customer problem or opportunity?

3. What is the solution and the most important customer benefit?

4. How do we describe the solution and the experience to customers?

5. How do we test the solution with customers and measure success?
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How do we test the solution with customers and 
measure success?

Customer desirability Technical feasibility Business viability
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What is the value (for customers, for the business)?

CUSTOMER

How big is the 
customer gap?

BUSINESS

How much would 
it move the needle 
for our business?

DIFFERENTIATION

Would it 
differentiate us in 
the eyes of our 
customers?

RESOURCES

Do we have or do 
we want to acquire 
the needed 
resources?
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Working

Backwards

Listen
to customers

Define
the problem

Invent
the solution

Refine
the solution

Test and

iterate
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Want to dive deeper?

Request a meeting with 

AWS Innovation & Transformation

Check out our ebooks and 

publication on Executive Insights
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Other tracks you might find interesting

Explore how to use culture, mechanisms, and technology to drive continuous innovation while 

building robust and resilient systems that can withstand disruption and drive long-term success

Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday

INO105: Intersection of 

culture, CX & generative AI in 

innovative businesses 

(on demand)

INO106: Driving efficiency 

and sustainability with AWS 

innovation mechanisms 

(12:30)

INO301: The architect’s 

guide to agile innovation

(10:00)

INO104: AI/ML: A trigger for 

innovation at speed and scale 

(11:00)

INO201: Sustained business 

growth with high-velocity 

decision-making 

(on demand)

INO108: How to drive 

growth and create 

differentiated customer 

experiences (2:30)

INO102: Supercharge your 

productivity: Unlock your 

innovation potential 

(workshop – 11:30)

INO109: AWS product 

innovation approach: Bring 

your best ideas to life faster 

(1:00)

INO101: Define your next 

$1B opportunity: 

Introduction to Working 

Backwards (on demand)

INO107: The common 

denominator of successful 

transformation (5:30)

INO103: The innovator’s 

mindset: Building adaptable 

& resilient organizations 

(4:30)
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Thank you!
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Please complete the session 
survey in the mobile appThank you!
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Please complete the session 
survey in the mobile app

Ellen Cowan

ercowan@amazon.com

Richard Taylor

rmt@amazon.com
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