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Endorsements



“Having served as a ‘behind the scenes’ executive for most of my career, so much of what Steve Anderson has uncovered about Jeff Bezos and Amazon reminds me of the legacy of Walt Disney. Walt had a vision and made it happen; Jeff had a vision and made it happen; and you too can make your vision happen—and make it happen faster and easier when using the principles Steve has laid out in The Bezos Letters. I think there’s quite of bit of ‘magic’ in this book! Great job, Steve!”


Lee Cockerell


Former Executive Vice President of Operations,


WALT DISNEY WORLD® Resort


Bestselling Author of Creating Magic: Common Sense Leadership Strategies from a Life at Disney


“I was just recently in Europe, and I woke up in the middle of the night because of the time difference. I grabbed my iPad and started reading The Bezos Letters. I could not put it down. I envision this becoming a college textbook! A roadmap that all young people need to embrace; there are many insights and nuggets for all ages! Well done, Steve. I’ll be recommending this book for a long time.”


Jim Hackbarth


President and CEO, Assurex Global


“It’s easy to think successful businesses have secrets that are protected from the rest of us. But here Steve Anderson has taken the publicly shared Letters to Shareholders and extracted the core principles for all of us to see. There is no Wizard hiding behind a curtain; Jeff Bezos reveals his thinking and strategy from the very beginning of Amazon to the present. If you ever wanted one manual for building and growing your business, this is it.”


Dan Miller


New York Times Bestselling Author of


48 Days to the Work You Love


“In a world filled with success hype, this book shines with credibility and authenticity. Each of these letters contains principles that are the result of years of courageous testing, lessons learned through failure, and discoveries that have led to what Amazon is today. If you are growing a business, this is your operations manual. It should be reviewed over and over. If you’re not growing a business, these 14 practical principles are the foundation for being the best at whatever you want to be. This is a book I will be giving to my friends.”


Ken Davis


Bestselling Author of Fully Alive


 “As Steve Anderson astutely identifies, Jeff Bezos intentionally embraces experimentation to help him figure out fast what to say Yes to and what to say No to. Such testing can help anyone focus on what really matters. Simply put: The Bezos Letters is essential reading.”


Greg McKeown


New York Times Bestselling Author of Essentialism: The Disciplined Pursuit of Less


“My daddy used to say, ‘When things are going bad, when your back is against it, you make better decisions because you don’t have choices. It’s when things are going good that you mess things up because you have too many choices.’ Steve Anderson’s analysis and understanding of the Bezos / Amazon use of ‘successful failure’ gives lie to this saying. Steve shows how Amazon consistently makes great decisions when things are going well even though they are in the enviable position of having an almost endless number of choices. Fantastic book. Fantastic analysis.”


Duke Williams


Founder, Simply Easier Payments, Inc.


“Anderson takes what is hidden in plain sight, distills down the most important and consistent patterns of Amazon, and shares them in The Bezos Letters. The research of each of these letters has led to not just informative stories about the company, although interesting, but highly effective principles that caused such massive growth of Amazon. A fascinating read filled with insights to become like Amazon—Agile, Fast, and Great.”


Stephen Roney


Co-Founder and CEO, Roney Innovation


(a top 5% Amazon seller)


 “Whether you’re a multibillion-dollar tech giant or a small, family-run company, in today’s business landscape, staying where you are is falling behind. With The Bezos Letters, Steve Anderson offers his own special brand of insight into how Amazon has kept moving forward to become one of the defining business success stories in modern history. Steve’s examination of Amazon’s core principles is practical, enthralling, and essential for anyone—personally or professionally—and especially the entrepreneur who aspires to seize new opportunities and climb to new heights.”


Amy Zupon


CEO, Vertafore


“What if Jeff Bezos simply handed you the formula to Amazon’s stratospheric growth so you could do the same? He did, in his shareholder letters. In this remarkable book, Steve Anderson decrypts the 14 Growth Principles you can use to have your own ‘Amazon-ing’ success!”


Mike Michalowicz


Bestselling Author of Profit First and Clockwork


“In The Bezos Letters, Steve Anderson gives us a deep look into the mind and machinations of the most successful businessperson in history. Using the 14 Growth Principles that Steve identifies from Bezos’ Letters to Shareholders, anyone can simplify and streamline explosive business growth.”


Chris Tuff


USA Today Bestselling Author of The Millennial Whisperer


 “Are you a risk taker? I confess at times I’ve held back wondering, ‘What if  …?’ That’s why I love Anderson’s approach. He takes the scary out of risk by giving us a plan and a parachute by looking at the ways Jeff Bezos has grown from taking risks, even when the ‘what ifs’ may have held him back. So, if the risk doesn’t bring about change we expected, it may shine a brighter light on better possibilities: whether it’s for building a business, expanding an outreach, or enhancing a life. This book is full of rewards for those willing to dream a bigger story.”


Patsy Clairmont


Creativity Coach


Bestselling Author of You Are More Than You Know


“Why is growing a business so complicated when there are proven strategies right in front of us? Steve Anderson’s intelligent, concise, and incredibly well-researched book examines the principles of business success—straight from the most effective risk-taker of our time. If you want to make smarter decisions and earn more money, get your copy of The Bezos Letters and start reading. I couldn’t put it down.”


Janet Switzer


New York Times Bestselling Coauthor with Jack Canfield


The Success Principles: How to Get from Where You Are to Where You Want to Be


“In this informative and engaging work, Steve Anderson takes us on a fascinating journey through CEO Jeff Bezos’ letters to uncover the principles and practices that made possible Amazon’s meteoric rise from online bookseller to corporate juggernaut. A must read!”


Ian Morgan Cron


Bestselling Author of The Road Back to You


 “As a direct response marketer for almost forty years, I know how vitally important it is to add value in all we offer, and Amazon has been at the forefront of adding value since Bezos first opened his online bookstore in the ‘90s. Now, Steve Anderson has added immeasurable value for all of us by uncovering what has made Amazon so successful through the 14 Growth Principles.


“I believe what is revealed in The Bezos Letters truly has the potential to change the world for the better. Thank you, Steve. What a gift!”


Brian Kurtz


Titans Marketing


Former Business Builder at Boardroom Inc.


Bestselling Author of Overdeliver


“Your Business World is a 3D Movie. Now You’ll Have the ONLY Pair of Glasses to See All its Opportunities … Few business books set your mind thinking on a whole new trajectory and far-heightened strata of what’s really possible. Nor do many authors provide clear-cut interpretation and penetrating actionable analysis of how a true business-building genius actually sees the future and manifests command and control of all that it makes possible.


“Steve Anderson has taken the rare (yet disarmingly obvious) path of analyzing, deeply interpreting, and then painstakingly analogizing each one of Jeff Bezos’ annual shareholder letters. He’s figured out the universal code of business ‘hyper-growth’ that Bezos clearly teaches anyone in business how to master, if they see them.


“Steve’s ability to deeply decipher, then break open Bezos’ code, lets you gain a 360-degree interpretation and complete translation of how Bezos built every stage of Amazon. He reveals why he chose the strategic processes, paths, and timelines he followed. Steve then shows every business reader how to literally adapt and adopt Amazonian-style growth hormones to whatever you do.


 “Steve’s super logical approach and amazing ability to interpret, define, and then explain the true meaning of Bezos’ statements and subsequent actions are thrilling. I’ve seen nothing remotely this connective and executable in any business book or autobiography/biography I’ve ever read.


“In case it’s unclear, I am unhedgingly (and passionately) endorsing this book to everyone in business who wants to be more than an incremental performer.”


Jay Abraham


World-Renowned Business Strategist


Bestselling Author of Getting Everything You Can Out of All You’ve Got
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Dedication



For Karen,


my high school sweetheart, my wife, my friend.


This book would not have happened without you.


Thank you for believing in me!




 


How to Use this eBook


Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between notes and main text.


You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen





Foreword



When people ask me what’s the one thing they need to make immediate gains in their business, I say, “Get a coach.” For the last twenty years—as former chairman and CEO of a $250 million publishing business, and now as the founder and CEO of my own leadership development firm—I’ve made sure to work with the best and brightest to help me get breakthrough results, personally and professionally.


Through coaching, I’ve tapped into the wisdom, insight, and experience of others. My coaches have shared what they’ve learned from their success and—usually better—their failures. And they’ve given me a different perspective when I couldn’t see past my own assumptions and limitations. Their wisdom and insight helped me navigate business in times good, bad, and great. In fact, I can say without a doubt I’ve gone further and faster than I ever could on my own, thanks to my coaches.


What makes a good coach? Someone who’s gone further than you, seen more than you’ve seen, failed in more interesting ways than you have, and prevailed in the face of challenges more daunting than you’ve faced. Many people fill that bill, but on the current scene, one especially stands out.


Imagine having Amazon founder and CEO Jeff Bezos as your business coach. I’d jump at that chance, the chance to ask him the not-so-simple question, “How exactly did you grow Amazon?” And I’d love the opportunity to bring his insights and experiences to bear on building and scaling my own business. Who wouldn’t?


Unfortunately, that’s probably not going to happen for you or me. But fortunately, in The Bezos Letters, my friend Steve Anderson has provided the next best thing. Reading The Bezos Letters is like having Bezos as your business coach. You get to see what he sees, think what he’s thinking, and then apply that to your own business in ways you may never have thought of before—ways Bezos has used to make Amazon one of the world’s most successful companies.


How does Steve do that? He’s combed through Bezos’ letters to Amazon shareholders and identified 14 growth principles. Some of these concepts are obvious in the letters and some lie just under the surface. But Steve shows how they operate together to help Amazon scale unlike any other company. These insights were hiding in plain sight, but I think only Steve would have seen them the way he did.


Steve has spent decades researching and analyzing trends in business and technology, especially focused on risk, and his take is different from what most of us might at first assume. He’s kept his finger on the pulse of what’s on the horizon and how you can use future opportunities to your advantage.


Think of him as your guide to the mind of Jeff Bezos. He’s like an archeologist, working deep in the—forgive the pun—Amazon, having found a remarkable structure that few have been able to understand or whose inscriptions few have deciphered. But Steve has decoded the logic behind the Bezos letters for all of us and translated it into language that’s simultaneously easy to grasp and apply in almost every business or organization.


Beyond that, Steve has provided fascinating stories on everything from how Bezos has experienced “successful failure” to how Bezos looks at space. These stories become windows into ways we can all grow in the future.


With Bezos as your coach and Steve as your translator, you’ll clearly see how to take your business to a higher, more productive, more impactful level. When you apply Steve’s 14 Growth Principles revealed in The Bezos Letters to your business, you’ll have everything you need to grow your business like Amazon.


Michael Hyatt


CEO, Michael Hyatt & Company


New York Times Bestselling Author,


Free to Focus and Your Best Year Ever





Risk and Growth



After thirty-five-plus years of studying the business side of risk, I believe there are really only two kinds: risks of commission and risks of omission. In other words, risks you take and risks you don’t take.


Due to Jeff Bezos, Amazon is the fastest company in history to reach $100 billion in sales.


So, how did he do it?


Jeff Bezos is, arguably, the master of risk.


* * *


Having spent most of my career as a speaker and consultant on technology and risk, I know that many people think it’s always important to be protected from risk. Risk is viewed as inherently “bad,” and people do what they can to make sure they are covered if something unforeseen and devastating should happen, leaving them vulnerable and financially exposed.


Except, I don’t look at risk that way … and, I discovered, neither does Jeff Bezos.


What I’ve come to realize is there is an essential link between risk and business growth that many people overlook. From this vantage point, risk can be framed in a very positive light. That’s why this book is looking at the growth of Amazon from a slightly different perspective—through the lens of risk.


Yes, every business takes risks, but haphazard risk-taking is like rolling the dice. You never know what’s going to come up. But Bezos takes risks with intentionality, which most businesses, if aware, can also harness to achieve greater results.


I believe what has fueled Amazon’s growth comes down to Jeff Bezos’ unique approach to taking and leveraging risk and his commitment to creating a culture for experimentation and invention. And it’s all based on his views on success and, actually, failure.


The Beginning


In July 1994, thirty-year-old Jeff Bezos started a little online bookstore called Amazon.com, named after the longest river in South America. (Interestingly, Amazon.com was very nearly called “Cadabra,” as in “abracadabra.” Bezos decided to change the name when his lawyer misheard the word as “cadaver.”)


Amazon was instead named after the river reportedly for two reasons. One, to suggest scale (Amazon.com launched with the tagline “Earth’s Biggest Bookstore”) and two, back then websites were often listed in alphabetical order and Amazon would show up first.


What started as a simple idea would quickly grow into one of the most valuable companies in the world (based on market capitalization) along with Apple, Microsoft, and Google. Amazon is the fastest company ever to reach $100 billion in sales. It was one of the first companies to be valued at $1 trillion. It employs over 647,000 people, a number greater than the population of many countries, including Luxembourg, Iceland, and the Bahamas. In 2010 Bezos said,




“I got the idea to start Amazon 16 years ago. I came across the fact that Web usage was growing at 2,300 percent per year. I’d never seen or heard of anything that grew that fast, and the idea of building an online bookstore with millions of titles—something that simply couldn’t exist in the physical world—was very exciting to me.


“I had just turned 30 years old, and I’d been married for a year. I told my wife, MacKenzie, that I wanted to quit my job and go do this crazy thing that probably wouldn’t work since most startups don’t, and I wasn’t sure what would happen after that. MacKenzie (also a Princeton grad and sitting here in the second row) told me I should go for it.


“As a young boy, I’d been a garage inventor. I’d invented an automatic gate closer out of cement-filled tires, a solar cooker that didn’t work very well out of an umbrella and tinfoil, baking-pan alarms to entrap my siblings. I’d always wanted to be an inventor, and she wanted me to follow my passion.” —2010 Princeton University Baccalaureate Speech1





During its first twenty years in business, Amazon survived the dot-com bubble of the early 2000s, the Financial Crisis and Great Recession from 2007–2009, and countless other financial crises that took out many of Amazon’s contemporaries.


By the time Amazon hit its $1 trillion valuation in 2018, Bezos had surpassed Bill Gates, Warren Buffett, and seven billion other people to become the wealthiest person in the world, with a net worth of $137 billion (give or take).


What propelled this unprecedented growth?


And how did Bezos build an online bookstore into a trillion-dollar company during a period that saw countless other technology companies and bookstores collapse? What would you give to have Bezos himself explain the secrets that took Amazon to a trillion-dollar company and him to become the wealthiest person in the world?


Fortunately, Bezos didn’t operate behind a curtain, hiding his mechanisms and strategies like the Wizard of Oz. That’s where the Shareholder Letters come in. They reveal his thinking and his strategy from the beginning of Amazon to the present.


Bezos was extremely savvy when it came to growing Amazon: he knew there was an exquisite tension between risk and growth. You don’t grow if you’re not willing to take risks.


But here’s where Bezos does what I consider to be incredibly astute: he chooses to play the game differently by always assessing his “return on risk.”


“Return on Risk,” or ROR, is a term I use to refer to the relationship between the cost of risk and its return (which isn’t always financial). It’s similar to how you would think of a “Return on Investment,” or ROI.


“Return on Risk”


From the owner to the receptionist, everyone in business understands that everything we do has a cost and a benefit. Every dollar we spend to advertise, pay salary, buy materials, deliver goods, build a website, and anything else we do, should create more than a dollar in return. Every minute we spend working on something should similarly create an income worthy of the time spent.


Although most everyone in business views money spent on the business through an investment framework, virtually no one thinks about business risk as an investment—with the possible exception of Jeff Bezos.


When the internet was first launching into the mainstream, Bezos was quick to observe that a 2300 percent growth rate was exceptional. He quit his stable Wall Street job to launch an online business when most of the online businesses at the time were of “questionable repute.” He got a $300K loan from his parents and moved his family across the country to start an unknown business.


Was that risky? I’d say so.


Remember, as Amazon was starting out, Jeff Bezos was launching an online bookstore. Nobody knew what an online bookstore was.


In 1997, most people didn’t have internet access at home, and if they did, it was “dial-up” (remember the movie You’ve Got Mail?). In fact, in his ’97 Letter, Bezos referred to the internet as the “World Wide Wait.”


Here’s a picture of what 1997 was like when Bezos was first starting Amazon: The first Harry Potter book, Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone by (now billionaire) J.K. Rowling had just come out in the UK. There were no other Harry Potter books, movies, or theme parks, just a Harry Potter book for kids to read.


The year 1997 also brought us Bill Clinton, Friends, Titanic, and Beanie Babies; there was no such thing as “cloud computing” (clouds were still up in the big blue sky). Netscape was the browser of choice for those who had internet access, and DVDs were just coming of age because live streaming was still twenty years in the future.


And Bezos quit his job to start an online bookstore.


Bezos certainly took a risk for his online business at a time that an online business was a crap shoot, at best. Just a short year after Amazon went public, Bezos wrote:




“We predict the next 3½ years will be even more exciting. We are working to build a place where tens of millions of customers can come to find and discover anything they might want to buy online. It is truly Day 1 for the Internet and, if we execute our business plan well, it remains Day 1 for Amazon.com. Given what’s happened, it may be difficult to conceive, but we think the opportunities and risks ahead of us are even greater than those behind us. We will have to make many conscious and deliberate choices, some of which will be bold and unconventional. Hopefully, some will turn out to be winners. Certainly, some will turn out to be mistakes.” —Bezos (1998 Letter)





In hindsight, Bezos did have a few “mistakes,” but he also had unprecedented growth.
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Suffice it to say, even though he started with a main idea and business model, although it looked like he put “all his eggs in one basket,” his plan was diversification from the beginning. The difference is that he was always testing to see what the market wanted and inventing on behalf of the customer, even when they didn’t know what they wanted. His risks were intentional and calculated, but still risks, nonetheless.


He started by taking a risk with an idea for a dot-com business and, with the money he would scrape together and with a loan from his parents, he leveraged that idea into Amazon, a company that has gained worldwide recognition and made him the wealthiest man in the world.


And that’s why Bezos is such a master of risk.





Why The Bezos Letters?



“… we choose to prioritize growth because we believe that scale is central to achieving the potential of our business model.” —Bezos (1997 Letter)


A few years ago, I was involved in an industry workgroup investigating the changing nature of risk. I began researching the subject of risk in business when I came across the annual Letters to Shareholders that Jeff Bezos, founder of Amazon, has written for the last twenty-one years.


I’ve been a student of business, large and small, for the better part of four decades, and I’m always “reading between the lines” to find what makes the difference between success and failure.


As I studied the letters, ideas and patterns began to emerge. I realized Bezos was actually spelling out through his letters how Amazon came to be the fastest growing and, some would say, most successful company the world has ever seen.


Over time, as I analyzed and studied the letters, it became evident to me that there were actually Cycles of Growth and 14 Growth Principles that could help any businesses in any industry.


And what’s more, it was evident you don’t need billions of dollars to implement any of the principles. Even Amazon didn’t have billions of dollars when they got started (Bezos actually started with a $300K loan from his parents).


Most of the principles don’t cost a penny. You could implement them in a business in Silicon Valley, Nashville, London, or Des Moines. You could just as easily apply them to a tech company, a pizza shop, or non-profit organization.


At first, I was somewhat surprised that there were really only 14 growth principles that made Amazon a trillion-dollar company. I diligently looked for more, but everything fit squarely within one or more of the 14 principles.


And, like most ideas that are impactful, the 14 Growth Principles (when you become aware of them) are quite simple—but in no way are they simplistic.


You don’t need an advanced degree or a huge team to make any of them happen. In fact, after learning them, I’m confident every business owner can start using these principles right away.


I say that, even without knowing anything about you or your business. In fact, I’ve been working with public and private companies for decades and I can’t think of a single client I’ve had throughout the years who couldn’t start using these principles immediately.


It doesn’t matter whether you are a multinational corporation, a solopreneur, or today’s equivalent of a start-up online bookstore, the first step to growing your business like Amazon is to start with the fundamentals that Bezos reveals.


From the outset, let me say these are not Bezos’ or Amazon’s stated principles; they are mine—principles I extracted when studying the letters that Bezos wrote to his shareholders documenting Amazon’s position and growth in the marketplace.


At first glance, Bezos’ letters to shareholders (which I simply call the Shareholder Letters) offer readers an interesting glimpse into one of the world’s most successful companies.


But if you dig deeper and read the Shareholder Letters as one narrative rather than twenty-plus independent annual letters, like I said, patterns emerge. And when you read the Shareholder Letters within the context of Amazon’s business and what was happening in the world at the time each letter was written, so much more jumps off the pages that can be applied to business today.


I analyzed the twenty-one Shareholder Letters2 between 1997 and 2018. I looked into what Bezos actually said about how Amazon operated between 1994 and 2018 and what led to Amazon’s phenomenal growth. I examined what worked and what didn’t work. I read, re-read, researched, and dissected everything about each of the Shareholder Letters to learn how Bezos turned an online bookstore into a trillion-dollar company in just over two decades.


You may ask, did Jeff Bezos start out with these growth principles in mind?


Well, yes and no.


No, because they weren’t articulated as such by Bezos. They came from my examination and analysis of his letters. Obviously, he didn’t have them spelled out and framed in his office since he didn’t write them. What he did have prominently displayed in his office were Amazon Leadership Principles (I’ve included them in Growth Principle 11). As it states on the Amazon website:




“Amazon Leadership Principles are a set of standards all Amazonians aspire to every day; they are ingrained in our culture. Employees love them because they clearly explain the kinds of behaviors we value. As an Amazon employee, you’ll rarely have a day go by without hearing our Amazon Leadership Principles referenced, as a shorthand for doing the right thing. They are a universal approach to how we work here.”3





Most people would agree that a company can’t grow to its fullest potential without great leadership. Leadership is at the center of business growth and deeply ingrained in the core of Amazon.


Bezos has been intentional, since the beginning of his business, to encourage leadership in every area of Amazon.


But business leadership is different than business growth.


So, to answer the question of whether Bezos started out with the growth principles, I believe he did; he just didn’t articulate them in a defined way. He didn’t spell them out in the same way as the Amazon Leadership Principles, but from the very first letter to shareholders, these 14 Growth Principles I uncovered were at the heart of how Amazon grew. They were intuitive to Bezos. They emerged from his personality and business experience.


But just because they were intuitive to him in his business doesn’t mean you can’t use those same principles to grow your business. To be clear, the purpose of this book is not to have you become the next Amazon (although that may happen, and Bezos is actually planning for Amazon’s eventual obsolescence, but that’s another story).


What I’m suggesting is that you look at how Amazon has grown using the 14 Growth Principles and see what you can apply to your business or organization and expand in a way that positions you at the forefront like Amazon.


The Growth Cycles and 14 Principles


Again, as I was studying the Shareholder Letters, I realized they split into repeatable Growth Cycles that Bezos applies to pretty much every endeavor: test, build, accelerate, and scale with the principles falling into each area.


Three of the principles helped Amazon grow through strategic testing:




	Encourage “Successful Failure”


	Bet on Big Ideas


	Practice Dynamic Invention and Innovation





Three of the principles helped Amazon build for the future:




	Obsess Over Customers


	Apply Long-Term Thinking


	Understand Your Flywheel





Four of the principles helped Amazon accelerate its growth:




	Generate High-Velocity Decisions


	Make Complexity Simple


	Accelerate Time with Technology


	Promote Ownership





And four of the principles helped Amazon scale:




	Maintain Your Culture


	Focus on High Standards


	Measure What Matters, Question What’s Measured, and Trust Your Gut


	Believe It’s Always Day 1





While the terms test, build, accelerate, and scale are familiar to many business owners, they take on a different meaning within the context of the Shareholder Letters.


If there is one big difference between what test, build, accelerate, and scale mean at Amazon, it’s that Amazon doesn’t treat those terms as academic. They make these cycles a part of their planning process with the same kind of intentionality that Bezos pays to risk.


To Bezos, businesses are always changing and moving. Growing businesses are always testing something, building something, accelerating something, and scaling something.


And when you find out what works, you do it all over again.



The First Bezos Letter to Shareholders



Jeff Bezos wrote his first letter to shareholders in 1997. (Each shareholder letter typically comes out in April of the following year. For commentary and analyses of future Shareholder Letters—2019 and beyond—go to TheBezosLetters.com.)


It was “Day 1” for Amazon, referring to all the excitement, commitment to serving customers beyond their expectations, and cutting-edge offerings that fuel the fires of a startup.


But interestingly, the next year when he wrote the 1998 shareholder letter, at the end of the letter he referred back to the ’97 Letter. And he did the same in ’99, referring back to the original ’97 Letter. And the next year, and the next year … and every year since then. He always goes back to the original ’97 Letter.


As time went by, the closing statement at the end of each Shareholder Letter remained the same, and only became more succinct:




“As always, I attach a copy of our original 1997 letter. It remains Day 1.”





Again, as I looked at the twenty-one years of letters as a whole and Amazon’s seemingly meteoric growth, I wondered why he kept referring back to that 1997 Letter where he first referenced Day 1.


Three ideas emerged.


First, a central point of the 1997 Letter was Amazon’s commitment to focus on the long-term.


Bezos didn’t want investors who were only in it for a quick hit. He was focused on the long game. He was creating a company he wanted to be able to tell his grandchildren about … and he didn’t even have any grandchildren.


Second, the 1997 Letter communicated his passion for the company and the necessary “startup” elements for making a successful and sustaining business—like being obsessed about your customers and constant invention on behalf of customers, just to name a few. These are the elements for business success he affectionately calls “Day 1.”


Third, in some way or other, the concept of risk was always present. At the beginning of the ’97 Letter, when talking about the future and what it will entail, he says very clearly, “This strategy is not without risk …” He also talks about growth challenges and execution risk as well as the risks of product and geographic expansion. Suffice it to say, growing fast is fraught with risk.


Yet, in the midst of all the growth and risk, Bezos was clear as to his core value: obsessing over customers.


As I said, the Amazon Leadership Principles are an integral part of the Amazon culture. They are not numbered, but they start out with Customer Obsession.4




“Amazon Leadership Principles—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.”





And you would think that Customer Obsession is where business growth would start because business is “always about the customer.” However, this is where leadership and business growth start to deviate.


To grow your business, you have to work with the end in mind, but your ultimate “end game” is different than purely focusing on customers.


Simply put, leadership principles focus on people, and growth principles focus on the business as a whole. Of course, there is overlap–but leadership principles apply to the way people work, and growth principles apply to the way the business or organization works. That’s why the list of Growth Principles end with Day 1 instead of starting there. To grow your business, you will come full circle.


As I was going through all the Shareholder Letters that Bezos had sent out over the past twenty-one years, I realized something extraordinary.


After I identified the Growth Cycles and 14 Growth Principles that were the essential components for Amazon growing the way it has, I went back and, after further examination, I found that in some form or another, all 14 Growth Principles appeared in that very first 1997 Letter to Shareholders. In my mind, this is one of the reasons he keeps referring back to his original letter.


Now you may wonder since I’ve never worked at Amazon or for Amazon, what makes me qualified to write this book?


Sometimes, an outsider can give perspective that an insider can’t. And, in fact, my take on Amazon’s growth is through an entirely different lens—that of risk.


You see, I have been a business and risk analyst my whole career. My lens has been through the insurance industry where I’ve been a technology consultant and futurist helping businesses of all sizes, and from both sides (the company side providing coverage and the consumer side needing protection), to evaluate and “manage” their risks.


That’s the mindset I had when I came upon the Shareholder Letters and discovered Bezos has been using risk strategically, and to his advantage, for the last twenty-five-plus years.


Unfortunately, most people will not take the time to read all twenty-one years of the Shareholder Letters (although I would highly suggest doing just that as they are extraordinarily insightful). And because many would find reading all the letters “challenging,” I’m not including them here. But throughout this book I will be using various quotes and ideas from the letters that demonstrate or support the Growth Cycles and my 14 Growth Principles.


I’ve painstakingly gone through and pulled out what you need to know. And to make it easier, in the quotes from Bezos at the beginning of the chapters, I have bolded the words that express his core idea so you can quickly find them. (Bezos doesn’t use bold in his writings, so any quote with bold you will know is my emphasis.)


And to be clear, each of the 14 Growth Principles operate individually–but none of the principles operate in isolation. They’re evident in some fashion in everything Amazon has done to build the company it is today.


So, here’s how I suggest you read the book to get the most out of it.




	First, familiarize yourself with the Growth Cycles and 14 Growth Principles I have extrapolated from Bezos’ letters. That will give you an overview of what’s to come.


	
Next, take the time to read Jeff Bezos’ 1997 Letter to Shareholders. It’s the first letter he wrote and the one he refers back to each year. It is the foundational “linchpin” for how he thinks and why he does what he does.


As you read the ’97 Letter, you’ll see every time I found one of the 14 Growth Principles in the letter I’ve noted that in bold. The Growth Principles are not in any kind of order in the Letter, but you’ll see they are all there.
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