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INTRODUCTION



It’s Always Day One


In the summer of 2004, Amazon CEO Jeff Bezos made a surprising decision that shocked his leadership team. He banned PowerPoint. Instead   of slides and bullet points, Amazon’s executive team would have to pitch ideas in the form of memos and narratives. The world’s most advanced e-commerce company had replaced a modern presentation tool with an ancient communication device invented more than five thousand years earlier: the written word. The new system forced everyone to share ideas using simple words, short sentences, and clear explanations. The blueprint that Bezos introduced set the foundation that would fuel Amazon’s astonishing growth for the next two decades.


Jeff Bezos is a dreamer who turned a bold idea into the world’s most influential company. Along the way, he created strategies to radically reimagine the way leaders deliver presentations, share ideas, and align their teams around a common vision. A student of leadership and communication, Bezos learned to motivate people to achieve what few thought was possible. Now the tools he used are available to you.


This book is not about Bezos the billionaire or Amazon the e-commerce juggernaut. Those subjects are covered in other books and in endless debates about the role of wealth or the impact of Amazon’s influence in the economy. No, this book is about something more fundamental that applies to each and every reader. The Bezos Blueprint focuses on an overlooked and underappreciated part of the Amazon growth story, a topic that’s foundational to the success of your life and career: communication.


Until now, no author has focused squarely on the writing and storytelling skills that set Bezos apart. No book has analyzed the forty-eight thousand words Bezos wrote over twenty-four years of shareholder letters. And no author has interviewed as many former Amazon executives and CEOs who have adopted the Bezos communication model to build their own companies.


One legendary Silicon Valley venture capitalist told me that business school students should be required to learn about Bezos’s writing and communication strategies. He even said he’d teach the class himself—if he were “twenty years younger.”


Bezos pioneered communication tools to elevate the way Amazonians write, collaborate, innovate, pitch, and present. By doing so, he created a scalable model that could grow from a small team working in a Seattle garage to one of the world’s largest employers. In short, Bezos drew a blueprint. 


I teach communication skills to executives in an advanced leadership program at the Harvard University Graduate School of Design. They are leaders in the “built environment”: designers and developers who have created magnificent structures, buildings, and even cities around the world. Their vision is to build smarter, healthier, greener, and, overall, better places to live. Communication-skills training is an essential part of the curriculum, because if they can’t sell their idea to investors, stakeholders, and community members, there’s little chance that anything will be built. 


But no matter how grand the vision, nothing happens without a blueprint.


A blueprint translates a designer’s vision into a detailed model that others can follow to bring the idea alive. It acts as a plan to make sure everyone in the construction process is on the same page. In addition, blueprints are scalable, so the designer does not have to be present for engineers, contractors, and workers to turn the vision into reality.


Although Jeff Bezos stepped down as Amazon’s CEO in 2021 to pursue his passion for philanthropy and space exploration, the communication blueprint he created continues to serve as a model for employees and leaders in every part of the company. Current Amazon executives use the same language and expound on the same principles that Bezos consistently repeated in speeches, interviews, and presentations over his twenty-seven-year tenure.


The communication strategies that Bezos pioneered at Amazon stretch far beyond the company’s giant footprint. Amazon is known as “America’s CEO Factory,” spawning a legion of entrepreneurs who have founded their own start-ups, many of which touch your life every day. They are part of what The Wall Street Journal calls the “diaspora of Amazon alumni spreading the business gospel of Jeff Bezos across the corporate world.” These former executives, many of whom you’ll meet in this book, are adopting aspects of the Amazon culture that fit their leadership style and discarding the parts of the culture that do not work for them.


The blueprint left an indelible impression on Adam Selipsky. After working at Amazon for eleven years, Selipsky left the company in 2016 to be the CEO of Seattle software giant Tableau. “One of the things I flagrantly ripped off from Amazon was the narrative,”1 he admitted. Bezos’s ideas like replacing PowerPoint with written narratives or crafting a press release before building a product (strategies you’ll learn in upcoming chapters), served as a model for Selipsky well after his career at Amazon—and when he came back. 


Selipsky returned to Amazon in 2021 to run Amazon Web Services, Amazon’s cloud-computing division that powers the backbone for more than one million customers such as Netflix, Airbnb, and Zoom. In his first televised interviews as the chief executive of AWS, it was hard to tell Selipsky apart from the Amazon founder, even though Selipsky had never worked directly for Bezos (he worked for Andy Jassy, who replaced Bezos as Amazon CEO).


“It’s still Day One for AWS and for our customers,”2 Selipsky said, referring to a metaphor that Bezos instilled as a guiding management philosophy in his first shareholder letter. “The long-term business strategy is to focus maniacally—not on competitors, but on customers,” Selipsky continued. “We need to wake up every day understanding exactly what customers need us to build next, and work backwards from there.” Selipsky was communicating a message that, as you’ll learn later, was pure Bezos.


Amazon alumni are not the only evangelists for the Bezos blueprint. The strategies revealed in this book have been implemented by CEOs and senior leaders at Best Buy, Whole Foods, J.P.Morgan, Hulu, and scores of other brands that are household names. Some leaders like former PepsiCo CEO Indra Nooyi have jumped at the opportunity to learn more about Amazon from the inside. Nooyi joined Amazon’s board after she left PepsiCo to get “a front-row seat to the thinking of one of the most innovative, customer-centric companies I’ve ever encountered.” By reading this book, you, too, will have a front-row seat to a dreamer whose idea transformed the world in which we live and who turned communication into a competive advantage.


SELL DREAMS, NOT PRODUCTS


The company that started as an online bookseller has grown into an internet retailer that sells an astonishing 350 million products globally. But Bezos is not “the world’s greatest salesman” because Amazon sells everything to everybody. He’s the world’s greatest salesman because he sells dreams, not products. And that has made all the difference.


One year before Amazon had sold a single book, Bezos had to sell something more important than a product; he had to sell his vision. In 1994 and early 1995, Bezos held sixty meetings with family, friends, and potential funders. He asked each person to invest $50,000 in his revolutionary idea. Amazon was a tough sell at the time because few people had any experience with e-commerce. The most common question they had for Bezos was, “What’s the internet?”


The meetings did not all end successfully. Bezos failed to convince most of the people he pitched, but he did persuade twenty-two people to invest in his start-up. A pitch that lands one of three investors represents a remarkable success rate for any start-up. It’s even more striking for an e-commerce company in the mid-’90s. Amazon’s earliest investors were not placing a bet on the company; they were betting on the person behind the idea. They were sold on Bezos and his vision.


Tom Alberg wrote one of those checks. By the time he stepped down from Amazon’s board after twenty-three years, Alberg’s initial investment was worth more than $30 million. Alberg said he was impressed with Bezos in those early meetings, especially his skill at putting numbers in perspective that proved to be irresistible to long-term investors (I’ll cover data storytelling in chapter 15). Over time, Alberg also grew to admire Bezos’s ability to build teams who live his principles every day.


Later, in June 1996, Bezos received another $8 million from John Doerr’s venture capital firm, Kleiner Perkins. It was the only VC capital that Amazon raised before going public a year later, an investment that would return more than $1 billion. “What I saw was an amazing founder and an amazing opportunity,”3 Doerr recalls about his first meeting with Bezos.  “He had a technical background and a dream that he could get big fast and change the way the world works.”


When Doerr flew to Seattle to visit the company in a “seedy part” of the city, he was surprised to find desks made out of wooden doors purchased at Home Depot. As you’ll see in chapter 14, the doors were a visible metaphor that constantly reminded employees to follow one of Amazon’s core principles: frugality. After Andy Jassy replaced Bezos as CEO, Doerr predicted that the company would not lose sight of its values because Bezos had ingrained his principles throughout the organization.


That’s the power of a blueprint—it’s a model that scales as your idea or company grows.


You  can have a great idea, but the secret to success in any endeavor  is convincing someone else to take action on your idea. You don’t need a sales title to consider yourself a salesperson. Selling is everything, and you do it more often than you think. Studies by Dan Pink and other researchers show that business professionals spend 40 percent of their time on the job doing something akin to selling: persuading, influencing, motivating, coaxing, and convincing. That means your impact over twenty-four minutes of every hour of every day requires sharpening a skill that you can learn from the masters of persuasion.


According to Ann Hiatt, who worked three feet from Jeff Bezos for several years, “The greatest gift in my life has been sitting next to the smartest CEOs in the world and learning step-by-step how they think, act, motivate, and make decisions.”4 Hiatt says the most important habit she learned from her former boss is to prioritize learning. She says Bezos walked into the office each morning with three newspapers tucked under his arm. Once he was finished reading them, he moved on to articles and briefing documents. Hiatt got the message and snagged the papers off Bezos’s desk to read during her lunch break.


The moment you think you know it all is the moment you stop growing. Bezos grew as a leader over time—and made remarkable improvements as a writer and speaker. You can make dramatic changes, too, but only if you see yourself as a learn-it-all and not a know-it-all.


The writing, storytelling, and presentation tactics you’re about to learn will unleash your potential, setting the foundation for your success as a student, entrepreneur, executive, leader, or business professional in any field. Once you have a solid foundation in writing and communication, you’ll find that these skills work like Amazon’s famous “flywheel,” creating an unstoppable cycle of success.


The communication strategies that Jeff Bezos pioneered at Amazon impact our lives each and every day. Even if you’re not one of Amazon’s three hundred million active global customers, you likely interact with companies powered by Amazon or inspired by Amazon. No single entrepreneur has had as much influence on your daily life as Jeff Bezos, and few business leaders have given as much careful consideration to communicating his vision as Bezos has—from Day One.


WANTED: TOP-NOTCH COMMUNICATION SKILLS


On August 23, 1994, Bezos placed his first job listing. Although he had yet to decide on a catchy name for his e-commerce company, Bezos did have a clear vision of the skills required to make the “well-capitalized Seattle start-up” a success. Since Bezos was looking for a Unix developer, job candidates had to know the programming language C++. Bezos added that familiarity with web servers and HTML would be helpful but “not necessary.” But Bezos considered only one skill essential for every position: “Top-notch communication skills.”5


Bezos was ahead of his time. A quarter century after Bezos posted the first job ad for Amazon.com, a LinkedIn survey of four thousand hiring professionals concluded that “communication skills” are, indeed, essential for success in any field. Hiring managers reported that, out of 120 skills, communication was in high demand and low supply. In most cases, technical know-how isn’t enough to rise to the top even in highly complex fields, such as machine learning, artificial intelligence, and cloud  computing. According to LinkedIn CEO Jeff Weiner, “Human beings are underrated.”6 Speaking and writing—human skills—are fundamental to success in any field. According to surveys of hiring managers, writing and communication are the most sought-after skills across nearly every industry and even technical fields. In one report from Indeed.com, one of the world’s largest job websites, the trend toward remote work has only elevated the importance of foundational skills. Communication skills—both written and verbal—topped the list of eleven skills that employers desire most. Teamwork and leadership skills came in second and third, both of which are enhanced by learning to speak and write effectively.


The shift to remote work as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic and the wave of employees quitting their jobs to become their own boss has only elevated the importance of communication skills. A McKinsey survey of eighteen thousand people in fifteen countries identified the skills required to “future-proof” your career.7 The 2021 report was one of the most comprehensive studies to take into account changes in a post-COVID workplace along with advances in artificial intelligence, automation, and digital technologies. While “digital fluency” is a skill set that tomorrow’s employers see as highly desirable in job candidates, most of the top skills required to future-proof a career fall under communication in all its forms: storytelling, public speaking, synthesizing and clarifying messages, translating information for different audiences and contexts, crafting an inspiring vision, developing relationships, and inspiring trust. McKinsey calls these “foundational skills,” and you’ll learn much more about developing each one throughout this book.


WHY STUDY BEZOS?


Bezos didn’t need anyone to tell him that communication skills were foundational. Very early in Amazon’s history, he connected effective communication to uncommon innovation. While he understood the power of data to improve the customer experience, Bezos recognized that innovation would propel Amazon’s growth. And innovation required intelligent human beings with excellent interpersonal and communication skills.


Award-winning author Walter Isaacson says he’s often asked who, of today’s contemporary leaders, he would put in the same category with his historical subjects: Leonardo da Vinci, Albert Einstein, Steve Jobs.


Isaacson’s answer? Jeff Bezos.


“They were all very smart, but that’s not what made them special,” 8 Isaacson said. “Smart people are a dime a dozen and often don’t amount to much. What counts is being creative and imaginative. That’s what makes someone a true innovator.”


Bezos shares traits with Isaacson’s other subjects: a passionate curiosity, a fervent imagination, and a childlike sense of wonder. According to Isaacson, Bezos also has a “personal passion” for writing, narrative, and storytelling. Bezos connects a deep interest in communication and a love of the humanities to his enthusiasm for technology and instinct for business. “That trifecta—humanities, technology, business—is what has made him one of our era’s most successful and influential innovators.”9


I agree with Isaacson because I’m often asked a similar question: Who’s the world’s best business communicator?


In my book The Presentation Secrets of Steve Jobs, I called the Apple cofounder the world’s best corporate storyteller. In Talk Like TED, I featured TED Talks as a platform to celebrate the world’s best public speakers. But when I’m asked to name the world’s best business communicator, one name stands out above all others: Jeff Bezos.


48,062 WORDS


Bezos is a masterful communicator, according to former Amazon executives I’ve interviewed. These leaders—many of whom have started their own successful companies—often cite the annual Amazon shareholder letters as models of business writing and communication. Some have suggested that the Bezos letters should be taught at business schools because the lessons they offer apply to leaders in any field.


Bezos personally wrote twenty-four letters from 1997 to 2020. The letters contain 48,062 words. I analyzed and scrutinized every one. I dissected and inspected every sentence. I grokked and grasped every paragraph. Few business leaders use metaphor as skillfully as Bezos.  He built flywheels to power Amazon’s growth. He planted seeds that grew into massive business enterprises. He created two-pizza teams, explained why failure and invention are inseparable twins, and hired missionaries over mercenaries. And those metaphors are just the tip of the iceberg.


Jeff Bezos isn’t Ernest Hemingway, but his mission is not to write the next great American novel. Both writers, however, share something in common: Although their topics are complex, their writing is simple and accessible to most readers. Simplicity matters. According to a study in the Harvard Business Review, “Simplicity increases what scientists call the brain’s processing fluency. Short sentences, familiar words, and clean syntax ensure that the reader doesn’t have to exert too much brainpower to understand your meaning.”10


One of the most remarkable lessons you’ll learn from the shareholder letters is that writing is a skill anyone can learn and sharpen over time. As Amazon grew larger with each year, Bezos grew as a writer with each letter. Most of the letters that rank lowest in quality and clarity came in the first few years after Amazon’s IPO, while the highest-quality writing appears throughout Amazon’s second decade of being a public company. The last letter that Bezos wrote, in 2020, ranks higher in nearly every objective measure of quality than his first letter in 1997. Did I mention that writing is a skill you can sharpen over time?


Day One isn’t a strategy; it’s a mindset. In his first shareholder letter in 1997, Bezos wrote that today is “Day 1” for the internet and Amazon.com. For the next two decades, he used the catchphrase as a metaphor for creating and sustaining a culture of innovation no matter how large a company becomes. Amazon started with a big idea and a small team. As Amazon grew into a massive enterprise of more than 1.5 million employees, Bezos made sure it kept the heart and spirit of a start-up. Always learning. Always improving.


The Day One mindset isn’t about the skills you failed to learn yesterday; it’s about learning new skills to avoid failing in the future. Day One will set you up to succeed for what promises to be the most transformative decade in human history.


This book is divided into three parts. In part 1, you’ll set the foundation, learning to write with the “clarity of angels singing.” You’ll learn how to harness the power of persuasion by understanding the persuasive power of the written word. You’ll find out why strong writing skills are more essential than ever. You’ll discover that the road to the top is paved with the fewest words. You’ll find out why Bezos and other innovative leaders use simple words to explain complex things. And you’ll find out how a deliberately chosen metaphor fueled Amazon’s innovation and helped it survive the dotcom crash. You will also learn:




• Why persuasive writing and engaging presentations start with the big idea.


• How the active voice energizes your message.


• Why 1066 was a pivotal year in the history of the English language and what it means for today’s business leaders.


• Why leaders who simplify ideas aren’t dumbing down their content; they’re outsmarting the competition.


• How to use metaphors and analogies to educate your audience and explain your ideas.


• What great presentations have in common with song hooks that get stuck in your head.





In part 2, we’ll examine the elements of building a story structure to move your readers and listeners to action. Once you know exactly why Bezos banned Powerpoint, what inspired him to do it, and what he replaced it with, you’ll be empowered to think differently about crafting your own story. And rest easy—you can still use PowerPoint. The difference is you will no longer rely on presentation slides to tell your story. Instead, you’ll use presentations to complement the story you tell.


You’ll also hear from former Amazon executives who worked closely with Bezos to introduce new and effective communication tactics that Amazonians follow to this day. You’ll see how one of those changes—written narratives—fueled Amazon’s growth and sparked many products and services that directly impact your life. In addition, you’ll learn:




• How a simple, time-tested storytelling structure holds the secret to creating indelible presentations and irresistible pitches.


• How to adopt Amazon’s “working backwards” strategy to pitch bold ideas.


• Why you need to identify an origin story and learn to tell it.


• Why Bezos and other creative leaders read far more books than their followers, and how their reading habits make them extraordinary public speakers.





Part 3 is about sharing your plans and delivering the message. You’ll learn how Bezos played the role of repeater in chief to build a team of inspired missionaries. You’ll discover the tactic that Bezos and other new persuaders use to make data and statistics memorable, understandable, and actionable. I’ll explain why great communicators are made, not born. In addition, you’ll find out:




• How you can develop your communication delivery by focusing on three variables.


• How to articulate a short, bold vision that aligns and inspires teams.


• How a simple brain hack will unleash creative ideas.


• Why three is the most persuasive number in communication.





In this part, you will also find communication tools and templates like the Gallo Method that I’ve introduced to CEOs and leaders at the world’s most admired brands—including senior executives at AWS, Amazon’s giant cloud division that allows businesses to rent computing, storage, and networking capabilities. The method will teach you to build a visual display of your story on one page, a message that you can share in fifteen minutes or as little as fifteen seconds.


WIN OVER HEARTS AND MINDS


When I was writing this book, I had a unique opportunity to speak to the U.S. Army Special Forces (the Green Berets) at the John F. Kennedy Special Warfare Center and School at Fort Bragg, North Carolina. The Green Berets are globally recognized as an elite fighting force: brave, smart, and superbly trained. Their motto is to “free the oppressed” by prioritizing humans over hardware. That means the Green Berets are well armed, but as warrior-diplomats, persuasion is their weapon of choice. Their mission is to win over hearts and minds.


These unique warriors are always looking for new and innovative ways of thinking. I learned that soldiers with an entrepreneur’s mindset are ideal candidates for the Special Forces. A successful mission requires small teams of creative thinkers and problem solvers who can quickly gain the trust of people who live in different countries, quickly adapt to different cultures, and speak in different languages.


The tactics you’ll learn in this book resonate with elite military professionals because written and oral communication skills are essential    to leadership. Team leaders must excel at skills such as delivering clear and concise presentations, applying the rule of three, writing in the active voice, telling engaging stories, and identifying the one thing the commander needs to know.


Communication and leadership skills are more critical today than at any time in human history for three reasons. First, your manager, customers, peers, and everyone else you need to influence are bombarded daily by an explosion of data and information. They need strong communicators to cut through the noise, set priorities, translate complexity into actionable advice, and to clarify and condense important content.


Second, as I mentioned earlier, the COVID-19 pandemic accelerated the trend toward remote work and virtual meetings. The pandemic triggered “the Great Resignation,” when the U.S. economy saw an unprecedented number of people quitting their jobs. As I was writing this book, a Microsoft study found that 41 percent of workers were considering quitting or changing professions. Changing your job or starting a company requires exceptional communication skills to stand out or attract partners. Remote collaboration is more effective when written communication and virtual presentations are clear, concise, and specific.


Third, while you might enjoy the flexibility of remote work, it increases the competition for coveted jobs. Job seekers are no longer competing with candidates who live near the company. Hiring managers can choose talent from anywhere in the world. Those who can speak, write, and present effectively will stand out and get ahead.


Here’s the good news. Although the tools we use to communicate have changed, the human brain has not. Once you understand how your listeners and readers consume information in person or in a remote setting, your ability to engage them will soar—and so will your career.


If Day One is a metaphor for having a beginner’s mind, always looking for opportunities to learn and grow, what does Day Two look like? According to Bezos, Day Two is “stasis. Followed by irrelevance. Followed by excruciating, painful decline. Followed by death.”11


Few people can afford to be complacent when it comes to improving their skills. We all want to avoid that slow, painful decline that Bezos  imagines. “And that is why it’s always Day One,” Bezos adds with emphasis. Learn the tactics in this book and you won’t decline. You’ll rise.


One of Amazon’s Leadership Principles is to Think Big. Thinking small is a self-fulfilling prophecy, says Bezos. Day One leaders dream big and have mastered communication skills to inspire others. By picking up this book, you’ve committed to joining those leaders. By adopting the strategies in this book, you’ll unlock your ideas and unleash your potential.


With every chapter, you will grow in confidence. With every chapter, you will acquire the necessary skills to step into a bigger, bolder, stronger future. Today is Day One on the road to building that future. But as Bezos reminds us:


It’s always Day One.










Part I



SET THE FOUNDATION
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SIMPLE IS THE NEW SUPERPOWER




Anytime you make something simpler and lower friction, you get more of it.


—Jeff Bezos, 2007 letter to Amazon shareholders





Jeff Bezos majored in theoretical physics at Princeton. He felt confident about his ability to handle the major’s demanding coursework. After all, he’d been the valedictorian of his high school class. For two years, he cruised along, receiving A-pluses in most of his classes.


At that point, Bezos was proud of the fact that, out of one hundred students who had entered the program, only thirty remained. The number was about to shrink again, only this time, Bezos would be among those leaving. A roadblock appeared in his junior year, one that would change the direction of his life and the future of the internet.


Bezos and his roommate, Joe, were enrolled in a quantum mechanics class. They were stumped as they tried to solve a partial differential equation, or PDE. A PDE, by definition, is “an equation which imposes relations between the various partial derivatives of a multivariable function.” Bezos was good at math, but the problem left him perplexed.


After three hours of getting nowhere, Bezos and Joe had a better idea. 


“Let’s ask Yasantha, the smartest guy at Princeton,”1 Bezos suggested. 


They walked to Yasantha’s room and asked him to take a stab at it. Yasantha thought about it for a short time and calmly said, “Cosine.” 


“What do you mean?” Bezos asked.


“That’s the answer. Let me show you.”


Yasantha wrote three pages of detailed algebra to demonstrate how he had arrived at the answer.


“Did you just do that in your head?” Bezos asked incredulously.


“No. That would be impossible,” said Yasantha. “Three years ago, I solved a very similar problem, and I was able to map this problem onto that problem, and then it was immediately obvious that the answer was cosine.”


It would be a turning point in Bezos’s life. “That was the very moment when I realized I was never going to be a great theoretical physicist,” Bezos recalls. “I saw the writing on the wall, and I changed my major very quickly to electrical engineering and computer science.”


Years later, Yasantha was thrilled to learn that the richest person in  the world had called him the smartest guy at Princeton. Yasantha posted  a tweet that read: “You would not have Amazon if it weren’t for me, since Jeff Bezos would have gone on to do physics, and the world would be a different place.” Bezos wasn’t the only one in that Princeton dorm room to change history. If you have an iPhone or Samsung phone, you’re using a chip or technology that Yasantha helped build. Footnotes are replete with stories.


The decision to switch majors worked out well for Bezos. In 1986, he graduated with the highest academic honors in computer science and electrical engineering. Nearly a quarter century later, Bezos was invited to deliver the commencement address at his alma mater. The students graduating in the Princeton class of 2010 were among the brightest in  the country. Four years earlier, Princeton had received a record number  of applications, granting admission to just 10 percent of the students who applied.


On May 30, 2010, Bezos, a supersmart billionaire, gave a commencement speech to supersmart Ivy League graduates, speaking to them in words fit for a seventh grader. Bezos delivered a profound message in simple language, making the speech an instant hit. National Public Radio  called it “one of the best commencement speeches, ever.”


In the rest of this chapter, you’ll learn how Bezos and other successful leaders simplify complex information, why they consider the ability  to simplify a competitive advantage, and what steps you can take now to make simple your superpower.



YOU’RE NOT DUMBING DOWN THE CONTENT, YOU’RE OUTSMARTING THE COMPETITION



Bezos told the 2010 Princeton class, “What I want to talk to you about today is the difference between gifts and choices. Cleverness is a gift; kindness is a choice. Gifts are easy—they’re given after all. Choices can be hard. In the end, we are our choices.”2




Six years after his speech at Princeton, Bezos revisited the theme of taking pride in your choices, not your gifts. “This is something that’s superimportant for young people to understand, and for parents to preach to young people. It’s really easy for a talented young person to take pride in their gifts: ‘I’m really athletic,’ or ‘I’m really smart,’ or ‘I’m really good at math.’ That’s fine. You should celebrate your gifts. You should be happy. But you can’t be proud of them. What you can be proud of is your choices.”3


Did you work hard? That’s a choice. 


Did you study hard? That’s a choice. 


Did you practice? That’s a choice.


 “The people who excel combine gifts and hard work, and the hard work part is a choice,” Bezos said.





Bezos’s commencement speech consisted of 1,353 words, 88 sentences, and registered a “readability score” of grade 7. Readability is a measure of writing quality. The score tells you how hard it is for the average reader to understand a piece of text. In this case, the score concludes that Bezos’s Princeton commencement speech is likely to be understood by a reader who has at least a seventh-grade education (age twelve).


The readability score was originally created in the 1940s by Dr. Rudolf Flesch, a scholar and evangelist for simple, uncomplicated prose. Flesch isolated the elements that make a passage hard or easy to read. His test was based on the average length of sentences and words, among other variables. “Reading ease” is measured on a scale of 1 to 100. The higher the score, the easier it is for readers to understand your writing. For example, a score of 30 is “very difficult” to read. A score of 70 is “easy,” and a score of 90 or above is “very easy.” Newspapers and publishers who adopted the system after its introduction in the late 1940s saw their readership rise by 60 percent.


J. Peter Kincaid, a scientist and educator, worked with Flesch in the 1970s to make the formula even easier to interpret. Together, they converted readability scores into grade levels. The Flesch-Kincaid test examines the number of words in a sentence, the number of syllables per word, and the number of sentences written in the active versus passive voice, an important writing concept we’ll examine in chapter 3.


If you’re writing for a broad audience of adults, what grade level should you strive to achieve? The answer might surprise you: eighth grade.


Content written at the eighth-grade level can be read and understood by 80 percent of Americans. For context, academic papers, incomprehensible to the vast majority of readers, are written for grades sixteen to eighteen. The Harry Potter series of books are readable for students in grades six through eight. Amazon employees are instructed to aim for a Flesch-Kincaid grade level of 8 or lower.


And Bezos’s speech to Princeton graduates? Seventh grade. The world’s richest man inspired the country’s smartest college graduates with words a twelve-year-old could understand.


Here’s the key. A seventh-grade readability score does not mean that Bezos sounds like a seventh grader, because the score does not reflect  the complexity or sophistication of a person’s speech. It simply tells us how much mental energy the listener or reader expends to absorb and understand the information. The easier it is to follow a speech or presentation, the more likely it is that your audience will remember your message and take action on it. When you express complex ideas simply, you’re not “dumbing down” the content; you’re outsmarting the competition.


Bezos wrote annual letters to Amazon shareholders from 1997 to 2020, twenty-four letters in all. Here’s how the letters score in readability:




• 48,062 words


• 2,481 sentences


• 18.8 words per sentence


• 11 Flesch-Kincaid grade level


• 6 percent passive sentences, 94 percent active sentences (in active sentences, the subject performs the action; active sentences get to the point faster, are shorter, and, in most cases, are easier to follow than passive sentences)





It’s an impressive feat for someone as smart as Bezos to write 48,000 words in language the average high school student can read and understand, especially when you consider that he covers arcane financial topics such as free cash flow, generally accepted accounting principles (GAAP), and pro forma income. He also writes about highly technical topics like data mining, artificial intelligence, and machine learning years before  those terms entered the business lexicon.


Writing, like any skill, can be sharpened. Bezos honed his writing over time. Take a look at table 1, comparing the first Amazon shareholder letter that Bezos wrote in 1997 to his last letter as CEO. As Amazon grew larger, shareholder letters grew in length as well. But as Bezos wrote more frequently, he became a better writer. The length of his sentences shrank by an average of four words, and the years of education required to read the letters fell by two grades.


Table 1: Readability Comparison Between Bezos’s 1997 and 2020 Shareholder Letters





	Readability Factor		1997		2020




	Words		1,600		4,033




	Sentence Length		20		16




	Flesch-Kincaid Grade Level		10		8






A popular passage from the 2020 letter is simple and easy to read, even for sixth graders:




If you want to be successful in business (in life, actually), you have to create more than you consume. Your goal should be to create value for everyone you interact with. Any business that doesn’t create value for those it touches, even if it appears successful on the surface, isn’t long for this world. It’s on the way out.4







COACHING DRILL


During Bezos’s tenure as Amazon CEO, he helped to create sixteen Leadership Principles Amazonians use every day to discuss new projects, pitch ideas, or determine the best approach to solve a particular problem. Above all, the principles reinforce the company’s ethos that keeps customers at the center of every decision.


The way the principles are written is one of the primary reasons they are thoroughly integrated and understood by people throughout every level of the organization. The entire document consists of just seven hundred words written in eighth-grade language. Each principle is simple and clear and includes a few short sentences that translate the principle into desirable behaviors.


For example, the first and most important guiding principle is:


CUSTOMER OBSESSION


According to Amazon, customer obsession means that “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.”


Key principles that are also relevant to this book include: Ownership, Invent and Simplify, Learn and Be Curious, Think Big, Earn Trust, and Insist on the Highest Standards. You can see the principles clearly displayed on the Amazon website because the company wants every job candidate to know them, every new hire to learn them, and every leader to internalize and share them.5


You can see the principles clearly displayed on the Amazon website because the company wants every job candidate to know them, every new hire to learn them, and every leader to internalize and share them.


Author Brad Stone, who chronicled Amazon’s rise in The Everything Store, wrote that the clear articulation of these principles is a calculated leadership strategy. While employees in many organizations muddle through their jobs because their company’s goals are confusing or complicated, the Amazon principles are simple, clear, and consistent.


The principles or values that make up your company culture are intended to be acted upon. But it’s impossible to act on a principle no one can remember or understand. Make your principles simple to read, remember, and follow.





Trimming the length of sentences and replacing long words with short ones reduces the amount of mental energy required to absorb your idea. Why does that matter? Because our brains are not made to think. Our brains are made to conserve energy.


“Energy efficiency was the key to survival,” writes Lisa Feldman Barrett in her award-winning book Seven and a Half Lessons About the Brain. “Your brain’s most important job is to control your body’s energy needs. In short, your brain’s most important job is not thinking.”6


It’s a sign of genius to express sophisticated arguments and complex ideas in simple words and sentences. Who says? A genius by the name of Daniel Kahneman, a Nobel Prize–winning psychologist and economist.


“If you care about being thought credible and intelligent, do not use complex language where simpler language will do,” writes Kahneman in his groundbreaking book Thinking, Fast and Slow. Persuasive speakers, says Kahneman, do everything they can to reduce “cognitive strain.” Anything that requires mental effort adds to the load that people carry in their heads while reading or listening. Every unfamiliar word, every unknown acronym, every convoluted sentence, every new idea—all add to the load. If you keep adding weights to the load, your reader or listener will drop  everything and give up. Kahneman says that “cognitive ease” offers a more pleasing experience, and when people are pleased, they’re more likely to support your idea.7


Simplicity—creating cognitive ease—is a theme that runs throughout this book. You’ll learn why the human brain is wired to remember stories more easily than random facts. I’ll take a deep dive into two rhetorical techniques that Bezos uses as mental shortcuts to explain complex theories: metaphors and analogies. And you’ll learn why leaders on the fast track use the fewest number of words to reach the top.


Simplicity is all about knowing and selecting: knowing your audience and selecting the information your audience needs to know.


KNOW YOUR AUDIENCE


Jay Elliot vividly recalls the moment he met Steve Jobs. Jay, a thirty-nine-year-old executive at IBM, was sitting in the lounge of a Mexican restaurant in Los Gatos, a posh suburb in the  heart of  Silicon Valley. Jay was reading a newspaper article while he waited for a friend. In walked a young man sporting a beard and wearing a T-shirt and ragged jeans. He sat next to Jay and noticed that the newspaper article was about IBM.


“Do you know anything about computers?”8 he asked Jay. 


“Yes, I do. I’m an executive at IBM.”


“One day, I’m going to bury IBM,” the stranger responded.


Who is this guy? Jay wondered. 


“Hi. I’m Steve Jobs.”


As they spoke, Jay was mesmerized by Steve’s vision of a simple, easy-to-use personal computer for the masses.


“What will it take to get you to come to work for me?” Steve asked. 


“I’m happy with what I’m doing. I don’t know you, and I haven’t heard of Apple,” Jay answered. 


“What will it take?”


“I like Porsches. Buy me a Porsche, and I’ll come to work for you,” Jay quipped.


Two weeks later, a Porsche arrived in Jay’s driveway.


I guess I’m working for Steve Jobs, Jay thought.


Elliot became a mentor to Jobs as Apple designed the first Macintosh. “Never trust anyone over thirty,” Jobs often joked. “Except for Jay.”


Jobs wanted to build a personal computer that was so easy to use out of the box it could ship with no instructional manual. “That was the number one goal,” Elliot recalls. But the mouse—a device to control the computer—was so foreign to people, the Mac team realized that an instruction manual had to accompany the product.


During a meeting with Elliot, Jobs, and some marketing folks, someone in the room suggested that the manual should be simple enough for   a twelfth grader to read it, understand it, and learn to work the computer from the text alone.


“Fine,” Jobs said grudgingly. “Jay, go to a high school and find a twelfth grader to write the manual.”


Jobs wasn’t joking. Elliot visited high schools in nearby Cupertino and held contests to find a good writer. They found a student writer and brought him to a secret facility where the twelfth grader could sit with the Macintosh, play with it, and figure it out. The Macintosh was the first personal computer simple enough for the average person to use, accompanied by a thin manual written for anyone with a high-school-level education. It contained simple sentences, such as:




“You’re about to learn a new way to use a computer.”


“This chapter teaches you what you need to know to use your Macintosh—how to create documents (the name for anything you create on Macintosh), make changes to them, and put them away.”


“The finder is like a central hallway in the Macintosh house.”





“Part of Steve’s genius was that he looked for the right people to help keep everything simple—from design to content,” says Elliot.


Great communicators don’t start with what they know; they start with what the audience knows.


Shortly after working with executives at Amazon Web Services, I met with executives at another cloud company, an AWS partner. The fast-growing Silicon Valley start-up sold a product to IT and security professionals to help them analyze a tsunami of data much faster than ever. It cut the time required to investigate potentially catastrophic security breaches. That’s the simple explanation.


Silicon Valley venture capital firm Greylock Partners, whose early investments include Facebook, Dropbox, Pandora, Instagram, and Airbnb, was the cloud company’s leading investor.


Greylock had a lot at stake in fielding a successful IPO. Its 23 percent ownership propelled the start-up to a value of over $1 billion.


“The company’s doing great. Why do you need me?” I asked one of Greylock’s partners.


“Computer security specialists understand our value, but now our job is to translate it to a wider audience of investors, analysts, and shareholders.” While the company’s executives were comfortable speaking to other experts in their jargon and language, everyone else struggled to understand the product’s implications. The original presentations suffered from wordy slides, unfamiliar acronyms, and too many details buried in too many weeds. There were no stories or concrete examples to bring the story alive. In short, the presentation was “uninspiring.”


Investors needed to know—in simple language—what problem the product solves, why it matters that the company is “cloud-native,” and what makes the company different from the scores of security platforms in the cloud universe.


The company had a good story. We just had to cut the fat and get to the meat before cognitive overload set in. Since the company had a simple-to-use cloud application (simple for experts), we focused on the fact that IT professionals in large organizations used the platform to troubleshoot problems in less than fifteen minutes.


The road show was a massive success. Investors clamored for a piece of the action. The start-up went public in 2020 and became one of the top-performing IPOs of the year. Today, the company is worth more than $2 billion.


WARREN BUFFETT’S SIMPLE TRICK FOR CLEAR WRITING


Bezos isn’t the only leader whose shareholder letters are considered a must-read by the business community. Billionaire investor Warren Buffett has been writing annual letters to Berkshire Hathaway shareholders for sixty years, three times longer than Bezos has been writing his letters.


Buffett is still writing letters at the age of ninety. His experience gives him a perspective few people have. According to Buffett, the secret to clear and simple writing is to picture your audience. “I’ve always had the image that I’m talking to my sisters, Doris and Bertie,”9 Buffett says. “Berkshire is pretty much their whole investment. They’re smart, but they’re not active in the business, so they’re not reading about it every day. I pretend they’ve been away for a year and I’m reporting to them on their investment.”


Buffett begins drafting his letters with the salutation “Dear Doris and Bertie.” Just before he’s ready to publish, he replaces their names with a formal greeting: “To the shareholders of Berkshire Hathaway.”


Buffett’s letters are accessible, readable, and entertaining. By picturing his audience, Buffett puts himself in their shoes, speaking to them in language they’ll easily comprehend. As Buffett sat down to draft his 2018 letter, he imagined that his sisters were thinking about selling their shares. His job was to convince them to hold on.


Read Buffett’s 2018 letter and you’ll see how he made complex financial information accessible to Doris and Bertie. The letter made headlines for its now-famous “focus on the forest” metaphor.


Buffett said that analyzing the complex financial details of each company in Berkshire’s massive portfolio would be a mind-numbing task given their complexity. Fortunately for investors, it wasn’t necessary to evaluate each company to estimate whether Berkshire was worth keeping. Buffett said investors need to know that individual businesses are “trees,” ranging from twigs to redwoods. “A few of our trees are diseased and unlikely to be around a decade from now,” Buffett acknowledged. “Many others, though, are destined to grow in size and beauty.”10


Buffett devoted the rest of the letter to taking investors on a journey through the five categories or “groves” that make up Berkshire’s portfolio: noninsurance business (“the most valuable grove in Berkshire’s forest”), marketable equities, controlling interest in several businesses, cash, and insurance.


Buffett chose to use the tree metaphor as a mental model to simplify complex financial information. He said it’s easier for people to wrap their minds around a grove of trees than it is for them to understand the relationship among ninety businesses with nearly four hundred thousand employees. In chapter 5, you’ll learn much more about how to employ metaphors as mental shortcuts. Buffett is considered the king of metaphor in business communication, but Jeff Bezos is close to taking the crown.




COACHING DRILL


If you’re working on a complex topic, take a page from Warren Buffett’s approach to writing his famous financial letters. Get to know your audience before you write by asking yourself three questions.


Who is your target audience? Buffett thinks about writing for his sisters, Doris and Bertie.


What do they need to know? Avoid telling them everything you know. What do they need to know that they don’t know already?


Why should they care? Nobody cares about your ideas. They care about how your idea will help them lead a better life.





Who are your Doris and Bertie? Once you really know your audience—who they are, what they need to know, and why they should care—you’re ready to take the next step toward simplifying your message. If step one was knowing your audience, step two is selecting the right messages for them.


TWENTY-SEVEN YEARS OF INNOVATION IN JUST 620 WORDS


Simplicity is an act of selection, not compression. You’ve heard of speakers who are “in the weeds,” meaning they’re getting far too granular and detailed. As a speaker, you can avoid falling into the weeds if you’ve done the hard work of removing the weeds ahead of your presentation.


On February 2, 2021, Bezos announced in an email to employees that he was stepping down as Amazon’s CEO and handing the reins to AWS chief executive Andy Jassy. Bezos explained that he’d chair Amazon’s board of directors and remain very involved in the company’s new products and early initiatives.


Bezos’s email scores a grade level of 7.8 for its simple structure, words, and sentences. But the real secret to its simplicity lies in the information Bezos chose to highlight. If Bezos had decided to talk about everything Amazon had accomplished from 1994 to 2021, it would have been the world’s longest email. That simply wouldn’t do for a leader who prides himself on creating a frictionless experience. By carefully selecting what to leave in and what to keep out, Bezos covered twenty-seven years of innovation in an email of just 620 words.


“Invention is the root of our success,”11 Bezos wrote. “We’ve done crazy things together, and then made them normal. We pioneered customer reviews, 1-Click, personalized recommendations, Prime’s insanely-fast shipping, Just Walk Out shopping, the Climate Pledge, Kindle, Alexa, marketplace, infrastructure cloud computing, Career Choice, and much more.”


And much more. Three words that understate the scope of initiatives and innovations Bezos chose to leave out.


“If there’s one reason we have done better than our peers in the internet space, it is because we have focused like a laser on customer experience,”12 Bezos once said. From Day One, Bezos understood a fundamental rule of human behavior—people will align around shared goals, visions, and priorities when they are expressed simply, concisely, and consistently.


DON’T GET LOST IN A SEA OF DATA


Stephen Moret is glad he studied Amazon’s guiding principles and vision. In April 2017, Amazon put out the word that it was looking for a location outside of Seattle to build its second headquarters. It invited regions across the country to submit their bids. Amazon received 238 submissions.


Moret, Virginia’s top economic development official, saw a huge opportunity to develop his state’s economy. But he knew the odds were stacked against him. A consulting agency gathered data from twenty categories to analyze Virginia’s viability. The results didn’t bode well. Virginia didn’t match the generous incentives other states offered, nor could Virginia compete with low expenses in more affordable markets.


“We knew Amazon would get hundreds of proposals,” Moret told me. “We had a limited opportunity to break through, so we needed to be clear on the things that made us distinctive.”13


The team began crafting the Northern Virginia (NOVA) pitch by working backwards, researching the company’s needs as a starting point (Working Backwards is an Amazon writing and decision-making technique you’ll learn more about in chapter 10). They discovered that Amazon valued a solid and sustainable talent pipeline. Moret’s team persuaded government and private entities to commit $1.1 billion to expand computer science education and build a new innovation campus at Virginia Tech. Moret overcame initial skepticism by pointing out that, even if Virginia lost the bid, a region known for its tech talent would attract companies from across the country.


Although the final NOVA pitch came in at nine hundred pages (including detailed appendix material), Moret challenged the team to make “the real story fit onto a page.”


Moret’s team simplified NOVA’s story into six carefully and deliberately selected key messages:




• North America’s top producer of tech talent.


• A global and inclusive region.


• America’s only metro area leading public and private sector innovation.


• A stable and competitive partner with a legacy of exceptional governance.


• A portfolio of trophy sites to match the scope, speed, and scale of HQ2.


• A new model of economic development for the twenty-first century.





“Focusing on six points forced us to make sure we were making a compelling case,” Moret says. “If you have to distill the case you’re trying    to make into a few points, what would those points be? Make sure those points are clear, bulletproof, and supportable. Don’t get lost in a sea of data.”


Moret assembled a team that accomplished what most observers said could never happen. On November 13, 2018, Amazon announced that Northern Virginia would be home to its second headquarters. Moret’s team won the largest private economic project in U.S. history. Amazon’s second headquarters will create twenty-five thousand new jobs and bring in upward of $500 million a year in revenue for Virginia.


If you talk to Moret, you’ll soon figure out why he’s successful at unifying hundreds of people with diverse—and sometimes competing—interests to work together for the common good. He refuses to take credit, always shining the spotlight on the five hundred others involved in the pitch. But make no mistake, Moret was the team’s quarterback. Smart leaders keep things simple because simple things lead to smart decisions.


“If you have a competence nobody else has, a hip-pocket skill, you become more valuable,” says Indra Nooyi, the former CEO of PepsiCo who currently sits on Amazon’s board of directors.14 Nooyi also identifies her “hip-pocket skill” as the ability to make the complex simple.


“Anytime things were too complex, it always came back to me. People would ask, ‘Indra, you simplify it first. You tell us how to navigate through this extremely complex problem.’ That was my skill then. It still is today.” 


According to Nooyi, “If you want to be a leader and you cannot communicate effectively, forget it. In the digital world, people think texting and tweeting is communicating. It’s not. You’ve got to be able to stand in front of employees and get them to go places they never thought they could get to. You need to have enormous communication capabilities. You cannot over-invest in communication skills.”


You will always meet people who refuse to simplify their message. They’re infatuated with their intellect, captivated by their credentials, and enchanted with their experience. They would never choose a short word to replace a long one. Why should they? They’re sesquipedalians. Yes, it’s a real word. A sesquipedalian is fond of using multisyllabic words that are tough to pronounce and hard to understand. Don’t let them intimidate you. The billionaire founder of a private investment firm once told me the biggest weakness he sees among business graduates applying at his firm is a failure to translate their work and ideas into plain English. “Their presentations are comprehensive and highly technical, and utterly incomprehensible and entirely unmemorable.”


Put in the hard work to keep the message simple, and your simple message will become your superpower.
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