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Where innovation begins

start with the customer

and work backwards



“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.”



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

Amazon’s approach to innovation



A mechanism is a complete process



Customer

Press 

Release
FAQ

Visuals

Working Backwards: 
A mechanism
for innovation

Use it to get clarity, not to 

document what you’ve 

already decided to do



Who is the customer?

• The individual

• Their context

• Their needs

Be specific
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Working Backwards: 5 customer questions

1 Who is your customer?

2 What is the customer’s problem or opportunity?

3 What is the most important customer benefit?

4 How do you know what your customer needs or wants?

5 What does the experience look like?
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Artifacts from Working Backwards

Press Release (PR) FAQs Visuals



• Headline, date, and summary

• Customer problem 

• Proposed solution

• Leader quotation

• Customer experience

• Customer testimonial

• Call to action

Press Release



Sample customer FAQs:
1. How is this different from what Amazon offers me today?

2. Can I get a refund if I’m dissatisfied?

3. Are there things I need to manage or keep track of?

4. How much does this cost? 

Sample internal FAQs:
1. What decisions and guidance do we need today?

2. What customer feedback have we collected so far?

3. What will customers be most disappointed in?

4. What other options did we consider and reject?

5. What are our Minimum Lovable Product (MLP) features?

6. What are our hotly debated topics?

7. Are we stepping through any “one-way doors”?

8. Who is the single-threaded leader?

• Include both customer 
FAQs and internal FAQs

• Include the hard questions

• Share your press release 
early to gather questions

FAQs
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Visuals

• Show the customer 

experience

• Match fidelity of visuals 

to maturity of your idea

• Don’t be afraid to be 

provocative



We read, 

discuss, 

debate, 

and ask 

questions



Customer

Press 

Release
FAQ

Visuals

Working Backwards: 
A mechanism
for innovation

➢ Customer-centric

➢ Front-loaded

➢ Iterative

➢ Fast-paced

➢ Biased for action



Dive deeper into innovation by visiting some of our other Innovation Track
sessions at re:Invent

Dive deeper into innovation 

To further explore Amazon’s approach to innovation, please contact your AWS account team

INO201 – Amazon's culture of innovation 

INO202 – Innovating with Amazon

INO203 – Amazon.com's architecture evolution and AWS strategy

INO204 – Solving societal challenges with digital innovation on AWS

INO205 – Amazon.com's use of AI / ML to enhance the customer experience

INO206 – Working backwards: Amazon's approach to innovation

INO207 – Two-pizza teams: Organizing for innovation



Thank you!
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