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Welcome & Thanks 
 
Thanks for downloading this short, free 
UbookÔ.  
 
What’s a “UbookÔ?” It’s a short ebook—
but it has a few other features. The “U” 
is to remind people that it’s associated 
with Understandably.com. 
 
The “U” also stands for “updated.” 
Because these books are never really 
finished. Instead, they’re continually 
revised. 
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As an example, this is the first, preview 
edition of this UbookÔ, and it was 
posted to the Internet in April 2021.  
 
So if you’re reading a while after that, 
you might want to go to 
Understandably.com  to see if there’s 
an updated edition. 
 
This UbookÔ runs 11,100 words, which 
probably works out to roughly 40 
minutes of reading time. 
 
You’ll also notice that it’s formatted to 
make it easy to read on a smartphone 
or tablet, hopefully without 
downloading any other apps.  
 
What else… You’re free to share this 
with anyone you like, as long as: (a) you 
share it for free, (b) you send the entire 
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thing, unedited, and (c) you don’t do 
anything like remove the author’s 
name, the cover, the branding, etc., or 
pretend that you wrote it instead of me. 
 
If someone did send this to you, that 
was nice of them. Please think about 
signing up for Understandably.com.  
 
Besides the daily Understandably 
newsletter (with thousands of 5-star 
ratings), it’s where you’ll learn about 
other UbooksÔ as they’re released.  
 
You can sign up at 
http://understandably.com/welcome, 
or else send an email to 
subscribe@understandably.com.  
 
Got comments? Want to let me know 
about a problem or an idea?  
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Fire off an email to bill 
@understandably.com. 
 
One more thing. I’d appreciate it if 
you’d share comments and reviews of 
this Ubook by sending an email to: 
 

reviews@understandably.com 
 
That’s sometimes how I get the best 
suggestions for future editions. Thanks 
again for downloading, reading and 
subscribing! 
 
Bill Murphy Jr. 
April 2021  
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Introduction 
 
I’m writing this introduction in April 
2021, shortly after reading Jeff Bezos’s 
most recent, and final, shareholder 
letter, at least while he’s still CEO of 
Amazon. 
 
Later this year, Bezos will give up that 
title, becoming the company’s 
executive chairman and changing his 
focus — both to an even more strategic 
view of Amazon, and to his other 
projects. 
 
It seems like an apt time to look back. 
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Over the years, I’ve written dozens and 
dozens of article about Bezos and 
Amazon for Inc.com. In truth, he’s one 
of a handful of business icons that I 
know readers will always be interested 
to hear about. 
 
This short ebook is a collection of some 
of the most popular ones. I’ve included 
them mostly as they appeared on 
Inc.com, and ordered them mostly 
chronologically — not so much the 
order that I wrote them, but so that 
they subject matter generally goes 
from the early days to the later ones. 
 
You’ll find that I raised questions at 
times that we know have the answers 
to, although I still think there are 
lessons to be learned. And, I realized in 
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compiling this that are some events 
and developments I wish I’d written 
more about. 
 
Like a Ubook, however, the good news 
for me is that the story never ends. 
Frankly, I’d love to hear your feedback 
— both about any mistakes that you 
find, but also what you think I should 
write about in the future. 
 
Finally, let me mention a bit about my 
daily email newsletter at 
Understandably.com. Most people 
who download this ebook also check a 
little box saying they’re happy to try it 
out for a bit. Maybe 2/3 of them stick 
around after the first little bit. 
 
The short version on that is that if you 
like this book and some of my other 
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work, I think you’ll really like 
Understandably.com. Thanks for giving 
it a shot. 
 
Bezos famously said he used a “regret 
minimization framework” in deciding to 
leave his high-paying Wall Street job in 
1994 to launch Amazon:  
 
"I wanted to project myself forward to 
age 80 and say, 'Okay, now I'm looking 
back on my life. I want to have 
minimized the number of regrets I have 
…  
 
I knew that if I failed I wouldn't regret 
that, but I knew the one thing I might 
regret is not ever having tried. I knew 
that that would haunt me every day, 
and so, when I thought about it that 
way it was an incredibly easy decision." 
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He was 30 back then, and 57 now. So 
that’s halfway there. Does Jeff Bezos 
truly regret nothing? I’d love to hear 
what you think after reading. 
 
You can always reach me at 
bill@understandably.com. 
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In the Beginning 
 

Jeff Bezos graduated from Princeton University in 
1986. He once told a story about how his plans 
changed ruing college, and one specific experience 
– and person – that changed them.  

————— 

Do you ever wonder if you’ll have a 
lasting effect on the world? 

I think it’s hard-wired in some of us. 
Good thing, too; it probably has some 
deep connection to why we try so hard 
to raise our kids to be happy and 
successful. 
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But the truth is, your greatest impact 
might turn out to be something you 
never realize.  

The kind gesture to someone when he 
or she needs it most. The example you 
give to someone that leads them to 
pursue what turns out to be their 
calling. 

Jeff Bezos just revealed the story 
behind one such person in his life. 

It’s a 34-year-old tale, involving a 
college classmate he describes as “a 
humble, wonderful guy … the smartest 
guy at Princeton.” And as often 
happens, this classmate had no idea 
that Bezos even remembered him, until 
Bezos talked about him this week. 
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The story goes like this. When Bezos 
was in high school and college, he had 
his heart set on becoming a theoretical 
physicist. He enrolled at Princeton as a 
member of the class of 1986, one of 
about 20 students in the elite electrical 
engineering and computer science 
(EECS) program.  

“There were brilliant people 
everywhere," a classmate said, 
describing the program a few years 
ago. "We EECS geeks ... were a quiet, 
overwhelmingly male group of 
eccentric misfits." 

Bezos fit right in. But although he was 
clearly very intelligent (he’d been the 
valedictorian of his high school class, 
and a National Merit Scholar), he by no 
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means thought of himself as the 
smartest student in the program. 

That honor, in his mind, went to a 
fellow student named Yasantha 
Rajakarunanayake, from Sri Lanka. And 
Bezos shared the moment that became 
truly clear. 

He and his roommate, Joe, Bezos 
explained, had been working together 
for three hours on a particularly difficult 
partial differential equation, and 
getting nowhere. So they brought it to 
Yasantha. 

He stared at it for a couple of minutes 
and came up with the answer without 
even writing anything down: “Cosine.” 
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Then he walked Bezos and Joe 
through the problem, writing three full 
pages of detailed algebra.  

Years before, he'd solved a similar 
problem years, Yasantha explained, 
and he remembered how he'd done it. 
So, he'd just “mapped this problem on 
to that problem." 

To him, the answer had been 
"obvious." 

“That was an important moment for 
me, because it was the very moment I 
realized I was never going to be a great 
theoretical physicist,” Bezos recalled in 
his talk.  

People laughed. And it's funny of 
course to think that if Yasantha and 
Bezos hadn’t had that exchange, 
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perhaps Amazon wouldn’t be exactly 
what it is today. 

But of course that's pretty theoretical. 
Instead, I think the real lesson from this 
story is Yasantha Rajakarunanayake's 
take on it today. 

The two men hadn't talked since 
Princeton. Bezos also recalled him as 
"humble" and "wonderful," but 
Rajakarunanayake had no reason to 
think that Bezos particularly 
remembered him-;certainly hadn’t 
known that he’d had any kind of impact 
that Bezos considered important. 

And he was clearly proud. 

"Wow! Jeff is talking about me," 
Rajakarunanayake wrote on Twitter. 
"Amazingly he remembers interacting 
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with me 34 years ago. What a memory! 
Also no Amazon if it weren’t for this, 
since he decided not to pursue 
physics!" 

He continued:  

"Back in college, Jeff and I were 
just fellow students, and no one 
could have predicted what future 
would hold for us. Jeff remembers 
me as smart, humble and speaks 
fondly simply because I helped 
him with his homework." 

But Rajakarunanayake also had an 
insight into why Bezos went on to 
become the world's wealthiest person. 

 



 

 
 

- 20 - 

Because remember: Bezos had spent 
three hours trying to solve that 
problem before asking for help.  

And Rajakarunanayake recalled 
another time when Bezos stayed up all 
night working on another project, 
ultimately finding a solution that was 
better than the one Rajakarunanayake 
had come up with. 

"Jeff was an excellent student, and 
a very persistent, tenacious one. 
That is unique to him," he recalled 
to an Indian newspaper, The Print. 
He "will not give up like most of us 
would when presented with a 
challenge." 
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That's probably the ultimate 
combination: not just smart, not just 
tenacious, but both together in a single 
package. And that's as good an 
explanation as any for why Bezos built 
Amazon, and you and I didn't. 

By the way, Yasantha Rajakarunanayake 
is doing fine. He went on after 
Princeton to earn a doctoral degree at 
?Caltech, "and received 54 patents in 
the U.S." with 40 others currently 
pending, according to The Print.  

"Currently, he is based in 
California and serves as a senior 
director for MediaTek, a 
Taiwanese semiconductor firm." 
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Day 1 
 

Even decades after Amazon was launched and 
even became a juggernaut, Bezos like to say it was 
always Day 1 at the company. So I went back to 
figure out exactly what the real Day 1 was like, in 
context. 

————— 

What were you doing on July 5, 1994? 
That's the day -- 25 years ago this 
Friday -- Jeff Bezos first incorporated 
the company that went on to become 
Amazon.     
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By now, the official story is well-known: 
Bezos left his job at a New York hedge 
fund, drove across country with his 
then-wife, MacKenzie, and launched 
from a Seattle garage. 

Almost everything in life seems 
inevitable in retrospect, but this was a 
radical, crazy idea at the time.  

So for the 25th anniversary of Amazon 
(née Cadabra), here are 12 fast facts 
about what the world looked like on 
July 5, 1994, that put it all in 
perspective. 

1. Almost nobody had internet access. 

If you're old enough, you can admit it: 
You probably didn't even use the 
internet in 1994. Only 0.447 percent of 
the world had access. But that figure 
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was growing exponentially. A year 
before, it had been 0.252 percent; by 
1995, it would be 0.777 percent. 

2. And access was slow and costly. 

If you did have internet access, you 
probably had it through school or 
work. If you had it at home, you were 
likely paying a company like AOL by 
the hour: $19.95 for five hours, and 
then $3 an hour afterward. 

(Fun fact: The idea of Cyber Monday, 
the big online shopping day, 
originated because it was the first day 
after the Thanksgiving holiday when 
people went back to work and had 
good internet access again.) 
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3. But that's OK because websites were 
horrible. 

I'm not just talking about things like 
Geocities, which didn't launch for 
another year.  

Go online and you can find some of the 
big tech companies' contemporary 
websites archived: Apple (from 1997; 
nothing earlier survives), Microsoft 
(1994), and Yahoo (1996).  

4. 3.5-inch disks were still a thing. 

It makes sense then: The primary way 
people moved data from one 
computer to another in July 1994?  

The "sneakernet," which was slang for 
copying files to a 1.44 MB diskette, and 
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physically moving it from one 
computer to another. 

5. Ads barely existed. 

The first spam emails had been sent 
only a month before. (The good news 
was that banner ads wouldn't be 
invented for another few months.) 

6. Domain names were free. 

I don't just mean that they were 
available. If you'd had the foresight, 
you could apparently still register any 
name for free in 1994. (That changed in 
1995.) 

7. Browsers were nothing. 

There were web browsers obviously, 
and Mosaic was a technological 
milestone. But almost nothing you use 
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today was around then. The first 
Netscape browser launched in 
November 1994. 

8. You had to mail a check. 

There was no easy way to transfer 
money online. In fact, when eBay 
launched more than a year later -- in 
September 1995 -- buyers who won 
auctions would have to physically write 
a check and send it in the mail before 
they could get their winning item. 

9. A top news site had been built for 
$120. 

An employee of The Economist, 
apparently fed up that his company 
had never built a website, simply did it 
on his own. It cost him $120. Around 
the same time, MTV realized that one 
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of its ex-VJs had been given 
permission to launch an MTV website 
on his own; the company was in the 
middle of a battle to try to get it back. 

10. History was happening. 

Stepping back from the web: The 
tunnel beneath the English Channel 
had just opened, O.J. Simpson had just 
run from the cops, Nelson Mandela 
had just become president of South 
Africa, Microsoft had just announced it 
would stop selling MS-DOS, and Major 
League Baseball players were about to 
go on strike (canceling the World 
Series). 

11. The White House didn't have a 
website. 
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Government was slow to the party, 
which is especially odd since the 
internet was created by the 
government. The White House's 
website finally launched in November 
1994. (The late senator Ted Kennedy's 
site went live in June 1994, though.) 

12. Nobody was doing this stuff. 

Almost none of the people we think of 
as current internet icons were doing 
anything yet. Mark Zuckerberg had just 
turned 10. Jack Dorsey was in high 
school. Evan Spiegel, future co-founder 
of SnapChat, has just turned 4. 

Moreover, Elon Musk wouldn't 
graduate from the University of 
Pennsylvania and start his first 
company for another three years. And 
it would also be three years more 
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before Steve Jobs returned to head 
Apple for the second time. 

 

13. OK, there were some pioneering 
exceptions. 

They say pioneers get slaughtered and 
settlers prosper. In fact, there was 
already one big book retailer online 
before Amazon: Powells.com. And 
Pizza Hut had launched a way to order 
pizza online. 

It's not clear how many people actually 
used either site, and the numbers were 
surely very small by 2019 standards. 
But credit for being first -- or at least 
early -- goes to them. 
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Gas Stations 
 

Bezos isn’t the only person who subscribes (or at 
least did subscribe) to the theory behind the kinds 
of questions I address below. But I find it very 
interesting to go back and read early, 
contemporary interviews with successful people 
and see what truths they held to then. This is one 
of them.  

————— 

Want to know what Jeff Bezos thinks? 
He doesn't give many unscripted 
interviews these days. Heck, he made 
news recently just by answering some 
open-ended questions onstage from 
his younger brother.  
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But it wasn't always this way.     
 
Years ago, Bezos appeared much more 
often in the press, and among his many 
interviews was one that prompted a 
5,700-word profile in The Washington 
Post.  
 
Published in September 2000, it 
contains some interesting keys to what 
the Amazon later became--including 
the hiring strategy Bezos used when he 
was still the one doing the 
interviewing. 
 
Bezos was 36 then, and Amazon was 
six years old. He was famous already: a 
multibillionaire who had been Time's 
Person of the Year. But his "get big 
now, profit later" strategy had Wall 
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Street nervous, and the company's 
share price was sliding.  
 
Some employees worried their stock 
options might turn out to be worthless 
after the dot-com bubble burst.  
 
Yet Bezos was still spending "much of 
his time recruiting and screening 
executives," the Post reported.  
 
And, he said, he always asked the same 
unusual question in every interview: 
"How many gas stations are there in the 
United States?" 
 
I'm sure you've seen these kinds of 
questions; perhaps you've asked or 
answered them in interviews yourself. 
The answer to the question doesn't 
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really matter; it's all about probing the 
candidate's thought processes. 
 
"I realize it's a little weird to ask things 
like this to people who have 800 
people reporting to them somewhere," 
Bezos told the Post reporter, but he 
viewed it as a means to a goal, hiring 
only the smartest people he could find.  
 
Amazon's business model, projections, 
strategy, and products might all 
change, he thought, and so the 
constant to shoot for was to hire only 
the smartest people. 
 
Besides his gas station question, this 
strategy led him to ask applicants to 
share their SAT scores, and to ask a 
CFO candidate who had ranked No. 2 
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on the CPA exam why she hadn't come 
in first. 
 
"There's nothing wrong with asking for 
SAT scores," Bezos told the Post. He 
also often conducted hourlong 
reference checks on potential hires 
himself, asking 23 standard questions 
including:  
 
Can you think of a problem that 
everyone thought was unsolvable that 
this person solved? 
 
"If this person were really brilliant, you 
can remember these things. If they 
can't think of anything, it doesn't mean 
they're not brilliant. But it's certainly a 
negative indicator," Bezos said. 
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Parts of the 2000 interview are a 
reminder of just how much has 
changed during the first two decades 
of this century. 
 
We can start with Bezos's daily dress 
code ("blue dress shirts and khakis").  
 
There's also the fact that the company 
is portrayed as having made no effort 
to pretend even to care about racial or 
cultural diversity. 
 
"Sources within the organization say it 
is simply not a priority in recruiting," 
the Post reported, and described it as 
"predominantly male and white." 
 
But again and again it comes back to 
the notion that a company is at core its 
people—and that means recruiting "the 
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best available players in the draft," to 
borrow a sports metaphor. 
 
As David Shaw, who founded the 
hedge fund where Bezos worked 
before launching Amazon and whose 
hiring practices Bezos was said to have 
taken inspiration from, told the Post,   
"We don't always recruit for specific 
positions. We're happy to warehouse a 
truly gifted individual on the 
assumption that they may someday 
make us money." 
 
Bezos of course turned out to be one 
of the rare founders who can guide a 
venture from garage startup days to 
conglomerate.  
 
At the time of the 2000 interview, 
Amazon was doing $1.64 billion a year 
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in sales, and had about 8,600 
employees. It hadn't yet seen its stock 
price crash and rebound, as happened 
during 2001. Yet, a Lehman Brothers 
analyst had made a name for himself 
earlier that summer by predicting that 
Amazon was toast: "The party is over." 
 
Fast forward to 2016, and Amazon did 
just under $136 billion in revenue. With 
its acquisition of Whole Foods, the 
company just surpassed 500,000 
employees.  
 
Oh, and of course Bezos is now the 
world's richest person and owns the 
Post. (Meantime, the firm where the 
"party is over" analyst worked no 
longer exists.) 
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By the way, here's how Bezos said he'd 
answer the gas station question. 
 
As a kid, he spent summers in the tiny 
town of Cotulla, Texas, population 
3,000, and he recalled there were two 
gas stations there. Thus, he said he'd 
assume that 1 gas station for every 
1,500 people ratio held true for the 
entire country, and just do the math. 
 
Based on a U.S. population of 280 
million at the time (it's 323 million 
now), that would work out to about 
186,666 gas stations. The actual 
number at the time: 175,000. His 
calculation was within about 6.7 
percent of the right answer. 
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Key Man 
 

There’s a business problem called “key man risk” 
that exists in many ventures. Basically, it’s the risk 
that a single person might be so integral to the 
company that it would be unable to continue 
without him or her. For a very long time, I thought 
Amazon had the issue. As you’re reading this short 
article now, know he’s stepping down, but not 
really walking away. Thus, I still don’t think we 
know the answer for sure. 

————— 

Is Jeff Bezos the most important person 
at Amazon? Of course he is--except 
that Amazon apparently tells its new 
employees the exact opposite.  
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"Jeff sees himself as the least important 
person in the company," a former 
Amazon seasonal worker wrote in The 
Guardian, quoting a manager who was 
repeating what Amazon confirms it 
commonly tells new associates. "Jeff 
sees you at the very top. You, the 
associates, are the closest to the 
customers." 

In fact, an Amazon spokesperson told 
me, Amazon uses an inverted "servant 
leadership pyramid" to suggest to new 
employees that they are most 
important, and that the company's 
founder and CEO is at the bottom. 

It "highlight[s] the company's mission 
to be the world's most customer-
centric" organization, among other 
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values, the spokesperson told me in an 
email.  

It's a nice, warm sentiment—but nobody 
believes it of course, from the 
apparently disgruntled temporary 
employee who first wrote about it, to 
the analysts and investors watching 
every move Bezos has made for the last 
two decades-plus. 

Who else would you even put in the 
same category as Bezos when it comes 
to key man risk? Granted, he has two 
putative deputies--Andy Jassy and Jeff 
Wilke. 

But as Brad Stone, author of the 
bestselling book The Everything Store, 
put it on a recent episode of the 
Behind the Idea podcast, one of the 
key long-term questions about Amazon 
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is simply: Without Jeff Bezos, could 
Amazon even continue to be Amazon? 

"Does this work without Jeff?" Stone 
asked. "Without a guy who's uniquely 
suited to run both a retail company, 
and an online marketplace, and a 
technology invention lab, and an 
enterprise web services company?" "I 
don't know the answer to it. We just 
don't know." 
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Disagree and Commit 

 
There are a handful of business leadership tools 
that Bezos is known for using, some of which I 
hadn’t heard of elsewhere. This 3-word phrase is 
one of them. No matter what else you think of 
him and his style, I know that I’ve adapted this 
tool and used it to good effect in many situations.  

————— 

Here's a simple trick that Jeff Bezos 
suggests using to overcome a basic 
business leadership problem. 

It stems from the fact that the most 
important business decisions are often 
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also the hardest ones--and those tough 
decisions often result in an additional 
cascade of leadership challenges.  

It's pretty simple, really. If you make a 
choice from among several reasonable 
choices in your business, some of your 
team members or stakeholders will 
likely conclude you've made the wrong 
choice. 

And once you've made that decision, 
they might have a hard time getting on 
board with it. 

Here's a basic example. Let's say you're 
debating the retail price of a new 
product. 
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A low price might mean higher sales, 
but a high price might reinforce the 
perception of a premium product. 

Your sales team wants to make fast 
sales, so they'd prefer the low price. 
Your marketing team would rather 
promote something that's seen as 
more exclusive. 

You can make the case for either 
choice. But you have to decide. 

How do you get the team members 
who will inevitably think you've chosen 
wrong to move past that 
disagreement?  

That's where Bezos and Amazon come 
in. 
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Let's call the failure to commit what it 
is: a toxic mindset -- although one that 
reflects such basic, human, emotional 
needs that it's hard to condemn 
people for it. 

Recognizing this, Bezos shared a 
technique to overcome it in the annual 
shareholder letter he released on April 
17, 2017. 

Bezos wrote that he values making fast 
decisions, which often means deciding 
before you have  all the information 
you'd like. He puts the sweet spot at 
acting when you have 70 percent of 
needed information.  

The lack of information makes tough 
decisions even tougher, however, and 
prompts the cascade of leadership 
challenges described above. To 
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overcome them, Bezos introduced a 
simple linguistic trick that stops these 
toxic mindsets in their tracks, and cuts 
off the metastasis of difficulties. 

It's just a three-word phrase. Bezos 
wrote: "Disagree and commit."  

The phrase can save a lot of time. If you 
have conviction on a particular 
direction even though there's no 
consensus, it's helpful to say, "Look, I 
know we disagree on this but will you 
gamble with me on it? Disagree and 
commit?" 

By the time you're at this point, no 
one can know the answer for sure, 
and you'll probably get a quick 
yes ... 
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If you're the boss, you should do 
this too. I disagree and commit all 
the time.  

Bezos goes on to give the example of 
when his team advocated for a 
particular Amazon Studios show that 
he personally didn't think made sense. 
He told them: "I disagree and commit 
and hope it becomes the most 
watched thing we've ever made." 

And here's another high-level example 
I love even more: Jeff Wilke, a top 
executive known as the "second-most 
important Jeff" at Amazon, shared the 
story of how he originally thought the 
Kindle wasn't a good fit for Amazon. 

But, he told The Wall Street Journal, "I 
disagreed and committed, and I'm very 
glad I did." 
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Let's unpack this powerful three-word 
phrase, and why I think it's so effective. 

1. "Disagree ... "  

It all starts here. How many times have 
you heard that the goal in a business 
decision-making process is to "build 
consensus"? But that's wrong: The goal 
isn't to convince everyone; it's to 
review facts and make fast decisions.  

Sometimes, you'll make mistakes. By 
putting "disagree" right into the 
decision-making goal, you give people 
an option to go on record, record their 
opposition, and move on quickly to 
helping the team. 
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2.  " ... and ... "  

It's just a conjunction, true, but it points 
out that this isn't just a mechanism to 
"agree to disagree." There's a second 
component coming up -- a more 
important one, frankly. 

3.  " ... Commit" 

The more I think about this word, the 
more I love it in this context. 

First, it makes clear once more that the 
goal here isn't agreement; it's 
concerted, coordinated action. 

Second, it's an implicit promise from 
the members of your team who might 
have disagreed: "I might have made a 
different decision if I were the final 
authority. But I recognize we've made 
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another decision, and I will now put my 
best efforts behind it." 

Saying it helps inoculate against the all-
too-human toxic mindset at the root of 
the whole problem.  

Commitment over consensus. It's a 
powerful concept. 

And if it works for Bezos and Amazon, 
maybe it can work for your business, 
too. 

  



 

 
 

- 53 - 

 
 

 
 

Question Marks 
 

This is a story about how sometimes, less – 
much less – is more. I also like that both the 
technique, and this article, are quite short.  

————— 

Imagine you're working at Amazon, 
and you get an email from your boss.  

The subject line has a couple of those 
little "FWD:" notations, and you realize 
to your horror that the email originated 
with a customer, who sent a complaint 
directly to CEO Jeff Bezos. 
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Bezos forwarded it to your boss, with 
only a single character added: "?." 

Or maybe he forwarded it to your 
boss's boss, who in turn forwarded it to 
your boss. It doesn't matter. It's in your 
in-box now, and it's your responsibility 
to respond—a response that will go all 
the way back to the founder and CEO. 

Author Brad Stone revealed this "Bezos 
Question Mark Method" in his 2013 
book, The Everything Store.  

The book was controversial--McKenzie 
Bezos, Bezos's wife, panned it in an 
Amazon review, saying it had "way too 
many inaccuracies" and was "full of 
techniques which stretch the 
boundaries of non-fiction, and the 
result is a lopsided and misleading 
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portrait of the people and culture at 
Amazon." 

However, Jeff Bezos has now 
confirmed at least this question mark 
business, in an interview on stage at 
the George W. Bush Presidential 
Center in Texas. 

"I still have an email address customers 
can write to. I see most of those emails. 
I see them and I forward them to the 
executives in charge of the area with a 
question mark. It's shorthand [for], 'Can 
you look into this?' 'Why is this 
happening?'" Bezos said.  

As Julie Bort wrote on Business Insider, 
getting a Question Mark email from 
Bezos is both common and "a big 
deal." 
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The executive, in turn, will often 
forward it to the manager in 
charge of the area who will view 
the email with a sinking heart, one 
of them recently told us. 

That's because the manager is 
then on the hook to drop 
everything, investigate, and get 
back with an answer. Sometimes 
that means a lot of research over 
nights and weekends, the Amazon 
manager recently told us. 

That email address, by the way, in case 
you'd like to contact him: 
jeff@amazon.com.  

And now, five years later, it's 
confirmed.  
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Problem Solving 

 
I’ve never interviewed Bezos myself. As I’ve noted 
elsewhere, he really doesn’t give many interviews 
anymore. However, I have found it very useful to 
interview people who’ve worked with him, 
especially those who did not stay at Amazon, and 
ask them their honest assessments. This story 
resulted from one of those conversations. 

————— 

This is a story about Jeff Bezos and problem-
solving.  

Because we've all got problems these days. 
Maybe more than usual. But the most 
successful leaders among us are exploring 
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new ways to solve them -- and even finding 
bold opportunities. 

And that gives us the chance to examine a 
simple process that can help you reach the 
root cause of business problems -- and to 
use Bezos as our improbable teacher. 

The story comes to us from Peter Abilla, an 
experienced tech entrepreneur I spoke with 
this week, who worked for Amazon in the 
early 2000s -- and who shared the story of 
watching Bezos demonstrate the technique 
in person. 

Back in 2004, Abilla was working in one of 
Amazon's big fulfillment centers, in Fernley, 
Nevada. During the fourth quarter of that 
year, Bezos was visiting Amazon's big 
operations, and Abilla had the chance to sit 
in on a meeting with the CEO. 

"Most of the managers were there, and 
Bezos had his entourage of maybe four or 
five people," Abilla explained. At one point, 
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he recalled, a safety manager described an 
accident in which an employee hurt his 
finger on a conveyor belt. 

Bezos's demeanor completely changed, 
Abilla remembered.  

He went to the whiteboard in the front of the 
room, and Bezos led everyone through a 5 
whys root cause analysis to figure out how 
the associate had gotten hurt, and what 
Amazon could do to prevent that kind of 
accident from happening again.  

(Abilla's previous job before Amazon had 
been working as an intern at Toyota, which is 
the company credited with devising the 5 
whys root cause analysis to begin with.) 

It stems from a conviction that even the most 
complex problems have simple causes -- if 
you ask enough questions to identify them. 
So Abilla said he recognized immediately 
what Bezos was doing. 
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As Bezos wrote on the whiteboard, the 
analysis went something like this: 

Question 1: Why did the associate get hurt? 

Answer: His thumb got caught in the 
conveyor. 

Question 2: Why did his thumb get caught? 

Answer: He was chasing after his bag, which 
was on a running conveyer belt. 

Question 3: Why was his bag on a piece of 
moving machinery? 

Answer: Because he placed his bag on the 
conveyor, but it then turned on by surprise. 

Question 4: Why did he put his bag on the 
conveyer to begin with? 

Answer: Because he was using it as a table. 

Question 5: Why was he using it as a table? 
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Answer: Because he didn't have another 
place to put his bag. 

Abilla wrote later, paraphrasing Bezos from 
memory: 

So, the likely root cause of the 
associate's damaged thumb is that he 
simply needed a table, there wasn't 
one around, so he used a conveyor as 
a table. ...  

To eliminate further safety incidences, 
we need to provide tables at the 
appropriate stations or provide 
portable, light tables for the associates 
to use, or place maintenance bags on 
the floor. 

I should note that while Abilla frames this as 
an example of Bezos using the 5 whys 
technique, he really remembers only four 
questions. But, for purposes of illustration,  
we can divide the last question into a fourth 
and fifth one. 
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As Abilla pointed out to me in our phone 
interview, the number five isn't really crucial. 
What matters is Bezos's example of asking 
enough questions to lead everyone to the 
root cause. 

In a LinkedIn post, Abilla said he found the 
experience striking for several reasons. 

First, that Bezos cared enough about an 
hourly associate's experience to spend time 
on the problem, and that he used the 
exercise to reach a root cause without 
blaming anyone. 

And, he used the whole exercise as a 
teaching opportunity, leading a roomful of 
executives to focus on root causes -- and to 
find them quickly. 

"Remember, this was back in 2004," Abilla 
wrote, adding: "If I were to point at one thing 
that sets Amazon apart, it's how their people 
think. And how they think is heavily 
influenced by Bezos and his example." 
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Threat Matrix 
I read all of Bezos’s shareholder letters, as many 
people do. Often, I think I can spot at least one 
huge theme that underlies the whole thing, 
usually without Bezos ever mentioning it directly. 
This article is about one such time, when I thought 
it was obvious and rational.  

————— 

Let's talk about the 2019 shareholder 
letter from Jeff Bezos that Amazon 
released yesterday--and especially how 
I think it reveals one of the biggest 
threats to Amazon itself. 
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First, the context. Every time I write 
about Amazon these days, it seems like 
I hear from somebody who wants to, 
shall we say, "help fill the gaps in my 
education." 

For example, last month I cited a report 
that showed, by the numbers, just how 
big Amazon had become--stuff like the 
fact that Amazon controls 45 percent of 
all e-commerce. 

Yes (as an Amazon spokesperson 
helpfully and quickly pointed out), 
Amazon might control 45 percent of e-
commerce--but that adds up to just 4 
percent of U.S. retail overall (including 
brick and mortar).  

Compare that with Walmart's 12 
percent. 
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Fair point. Consider my educational 
gaps filled. But, it's a funny situation to 
be in: a company trying to convince 
you that it's not as successful as you 
think. 

Trust me, this does not often happen in 
media. 

But then, you step back. There must be 
an obvious reason why Amazon would 
want to emphasize metrics that suggest 
it's not really the all-knowing, all-
seeing, all-controlling behemoth so 
many of us think it is--just as Bezos 
does in the new shareholder letter. 

In fact, I suspect there are two reasons. 

The first is simply that companies want 
investors to see that there's always 
room to grow. 
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But the other has to do with the 
backlash Amazon has seen lately -- 
from its heavy-handed negotiations on 
HQ2, to the voices calling for the 
company to be broken up on antitrust 
grounds. 

All of which brings us back to Bezos's 
annual letter. 

I wrote yesterday that I found parts of it 
inspiring, like where he reminds the 
world of how Amazon was once a 
scrappy upstart, and how many of the 
things we take for granted today 
(Prime, AWS, and the like) were 
controversial and risky bets at first. 

But, Bezos is not known as a 
sentimental man, to put it lightly. He 
does things for a reason. 
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So, there has to be a reason why he 
starts his letter with two long columns 
of numbers showing the increasing 
percentage of products sold on 
Amazon that are sold by third-party 
sellers (growing from 3 percent in 2000 
to 58 percent last year)--emphasizing 
the number of small and medium 
businesses that use the platform. 

There has to be a reason why he is 
eager to concede that "third-party 
sellers are kicking our first-party butt. 
Badly." 

There has to be a reason why he 
describes Amazon as "a small player in 
global retail," making the same point 
that the Amazon spokesperson did to 
me last month: that Amazon dominates 
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e-commerce, but it's comparatively 
small in brick and mortar. 

There has to be a reason why he talks 
so much in the letter about failure, and 
"the power of wandering," and 
"imagining the impossible" -- arguing 
that to invent things like, say, Echo and 
Alexa, you need a company with the 
resources to be able to try and fail at 
big things. 

And there's has to be a reason why in a 
fairly short letter -- 2,500 words -- he 
spends a good amount of time talking 
about promoting from within, paying 
for employees' education, and 
Amazon's $15 an hour minimum wage, 
plus a challenge to other companies to 
match or exceed it. 
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Bezos doesn't exactly reply when I 
email him at jeff@amazoncom, so I 
can't tell for sure. 

But add all this up, and I see a CEO and 
a company starting its public relations 
strategy now to start fending off an 
antitrust problem not too far down the 
road. I see a company that looks like at 
this as a real threat. 

You don't have to believe the 
government would actually try to break 
Amazon up to constitute a grave threat. 
Microsoft endured a five-year antitrust 
battle in the 1990s and early 2000s; it's 
still Microsoft, but the fight took a huge 
toll. I think this is the undercurrent. 

Is it going to happen tomorrow? 
Probably not, although it seems 
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Amazon is quickly running out of 
friends among Washington politicians. 

But to paraphrase something Bezos 
often likes to say, in the world of 
antitrust and Amazon -- this could very 
well be "Day 1." 
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Whole Other Business 

Sometimes, the ideas for stories come from my 
personal, real world experience. I first thought of 
this one, ironically, while standing in an aisle at 
Amazon’s much smaller competitor, Target.  

————— 

Amazon has a big advantage in its 
retail business that people rarely talk 
about.  

It's the fact that many years ago, it 
started convincing millions of 
customers to write product reviews.  
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It's a brilliant system, albeit one that 
might be under threat: 

More reviews = more traffic; 

More traffic = more sales; 

More sales = more reviews. 

I'll bet you've even used Amazon's 
product reviews while buying from 
another retailer. 

I did this just the other day: standing in 
an aisle at Target, looking up products 
on Amazon, and then making my 
choice and buying it right there at 
Target.  

In fact, it's my guess that if Amazon 
were to somehow spin its reviews off as 
a standalone business, it would be 
worth billions, just judging by how the 
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stock market values other large review-
based businesses. 

(Comparisons: TripAdvisor has a 
roughly $5.3 billion market 
capitalization as I write this; Yelp comes 
in at about $2.5 billion.) 

There's one big asterisk next to all of 
this, however: the question of how 
many reviews on sites like Amazon and 
elsewhere are actually fakes -- posted 
by unscrupulous vendors in order to 
boost their own ratings or else drag 
down the competition. 

In April, the website The Hustle 
investigated the problem.  

A reporter spent two weeks "in the 
underbelly of Amazon's fake review 
economy," and found that "the fake 



 

 
 

- 74 - 

Amazon review economy is a thriving 
market, ripe with underground forums, 
'How To Game The Rankings!' tutorials, 
and websites..." 

Separately, a former Amazon 
employee named Chris McCabe, who 
now runs a consulting firm for Amazon 
retailers, told the Wall Street Journal 
recently that he thinks that about "30 
percent" of reviews on the site are 
"inauthentic." 

Amazon puts the number much lower, 
around 1 percent, and told the Journal 
that last year it spent $400 million to 
combat fake reviews and misconduct, 
and took action against "more than 5 
million reviewers."  

If you own a business that uses Amazon 
or other smaller retailers with reviews 
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as a sales channel -- or if you wind up 
with reviews on other sites like Yelp, 
Google or TripAdvisor -- this isn't just a 
curiosity.  

For some businesses it can be the 
difference between success and failure. 

A couple of years ago, a British man 
who'd made a living writing five-star 
reviews on TripAdvisor decided to run 
an experiment.  

He created a fake listing for a 
restaurant that didn't exist on the site, 
and used the dark arts of fake-review-
generating he'd learned to boost its 
reputation. 

Eventually, it was the top rated in all of 
London on TripAdvisor. People called 
for reservations and were disappointed 
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when they couldn't get in (because 
again, it didn't exist). 

TripAdvisor shut him down, eventually.  

But in another case, it cooperated with 
Italian prosecutors to shut down a fake 
review scheme, and its leader wound 
up serving time in prison. And 
separately, in the U.S., the Federal 
Trade Commission settled with the first 
company it prosecuted for fake 
Amazon reviews earlier this year. It 
amounted to a $50,000 fine. 

Here's my guess about when 
enforcement will get tough: about the 
time consumers perceive it as a big 
enough deal to threaten the whole 
system (and the multibillion dollar 
value of the networks that companies 
like Amazon have built). 
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Until then: buyer (and rater) beware.  
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Masterclass 
 

If I had to pick just one skill that is most important 
in business – just one – I think I’d choose the 
ability to negotiate. When Amazon announced it 
was going to open a second headquarters, the 
entire country had a front row seat to see how 
Bezos does it. It wasn’t pretty, but it was darn 
effective. As you’ll see, I wrote this just before 
learning that Amazon decided to award two HQ2 
cities, before then revoking its decision in New 
York. 

---------- 

Imagine if Jeff Bezos was teaching a 
class on how to negotiate. You'd 
probably sign up. I know I would. 
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Well, It's happening, for all intents and 
purposes. The Amazon CEO is giving a 
masterclass. And it won't cost you a 
penny to tune in.  

Because in the last 72 hours, Amazon 
has displayed the final touches of a 
winning strategy that should be the 
envy of any negotiator. 

The roots of this story go back more 
than a year, ever since Amazon 
announced it was accepting bids for 
HQ2, the company's plan for a second, 
co-equal headquarters. 

This weekend, news leaked that Crystal 
City, Virginia was in the lead, and in 
final negotiations with Amazon. And 
then, things got really complicated, 
and Amazon showed what it's really 
made of. 
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It's all shaping up to an amazing 
opportunity to learn from the masters. 
Pay attention, and you'll be in much 
better shape the next time you have to 
negotiate anything. Here's the 
chronology, the latest developments, 
and the lessons. 

HQ2: a brief history 

Last year, Amazon announced the 
quest for HQ2. At least 237 cities and 
regions submitted bids, offering all 
kinds of incentives and concessions in 
their quest to become the second 
home of Amazon. 

Amazon put most of them out of their 
misery pretty quickly, by announcing 
20 finalists in January. Then, Bezos 
promised in September that Amazon 
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would make a final decision before the 
end of the year. 

Now, things are pretty crazy, with cities 
jockeying with each other, and trying to 
figure out whether they're really still in 
the running.  

Over the weekend, as my colleague 
Chris Matyszczyk wrote, news leaked 
that Crystal City, Virginia was the 
leading candidate, and that according 
to The Washington Post, it was likely to 
be the winner. 

But that was Saturday. By Sunday 
morning, we saw that at least one 
Amazon executive pushing back hard, 
if not directly, against Crystal City--and 
less so the Post (which Bezos owns)--for 
the leaks and speculation. 
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And then, Sunday afternoon, The Wall 
Street Journal was out with another 
blockbuster: There wasn't just one 
front-runner. There were at least two 
others, as well, New York City and 
Dallas. So what the heck is going on? 
Here's part of how Amazon made it all 
happen. 

1. It defined the playing field. 

This was a masterstroke from the start. 
Amazon convinced all of the cities it's 
considering to compete with each 
other, before even getting to the 
starting blocks with Amazon.  

That's utterly brilliant. If you can get the 
parties you ultimately want to negotiate 
with to compete with each other, you'll 
always come out ahead. 
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2. It set the terms. 

If Amazon comes through and 
establishes another 40,000 white collar 
employees in its new headquarters at 
say, $100,000 a year on average, that's 
a $4 billion local economic infusion 
based on salaries alone. Cities really 
want that. 

So, some put forth very generous 
incentives. They did this not only to 
beat out other generous cities, but also 
to convince their constituents that they 
were putting together serious 
packages. 

3. It controlled the timing 

The cities have literally no say in the 
timing here. To my knowledge, none 
has come back to Amazon saying in 
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effect, "hey, we'd love to have you, but 
we have two other big offers, and we 
need your decision by November 15."  

Instead, it's been Amazon setting the 
terms since day one. And that's why all 
the cities are waiting patiently with 
each other for Amazon to make a 
decision--not for them to be able to 
negotiate as partners. 

4. It always keeps an 'out.' 

My sense is this might have been what 
happened with the stories over the 
weekend: Namely, that Amazon really 
is "this close" to signing with Crystal 
City, Virginia.  

But it doesn't want Crystal City to have 
that confidence, because it still hopes 
to wring other concessions. 
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So, once the story broke--again, just an 
educated guess--it's likely to me that 
Amazon leaked the identity of two 
other cities still in the running, just so 
Crystal City would think it had some 
competition. And maybe it still does, in 
fact. 

5. And the winner is... 

I admit, I have literally no idea which of 
these contenders will emerge as the 
"winner" of HQ2. I put "winner" in 
quotes because some of these 
communities are almost literally 
offering the keys to the city in order to 
entice Amazon.  

Besides the top three, there are a few 
wildcards left in the process. I'm 
rooting for Newark, if for no other 
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reason than that I don't live far away 
from it, and I think it'd be cool. 

Anyway, the way in which the news 
leaked about the front-runner, only to 
be criticized and instantly pared back 
by another leak, highlighted something 
that should have been clear from the 
start. 

Bezos and Amazon aren't playing 
around. And they way they've played 
this might in fact turn into one of the 
most brilliant, one-sided negotiations 
of all time. 
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Change 
Bezos cultivates an image of being determined 
and resolute. Here’s the counterpoint to that, 
largely in his own words. 

————— 

Jeff Bezos has long maintained that 
one single attribute separates people 
of high intelligence from everyone 
else: the ability and courage to change 
their minds. 
 
Last week, for example, at Amazon's 
re:MARS conference in Nevada: 
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"People who are right a lot listen a 
lot, and they change their mind a 
lot.... 

 
They wake up and reanalyze things and 
change their mind. If you don't change 
your mind frequently, you're going to 
be wrong a lot." 
 
And a few years ago, while visiting the 
offices of Basecamp: 
 

"[T]he smartest people are 
constantly revising their 
understanding, reconsidering a 
problem they thought they'd 
already solved. 
 
They're open to new points of 
view, new information, new ideas, 



 

 
 

- 89 - 

contradictions, and challenges to 
their own way of thinking." 

 
Of course, it's one thing to say that in 
the abstract. It's another entirely to act 
on it -- especially when changing your 
mind could cost you money (sunk 
costs) or cause other people to think 
less of you..  
 
But now, almost as if on cue, Amazon 
has provided an amazing example of 
Bezos's observation in action. 
 
After investing four years in a 
restaurant delivery service Amazon 
said this week that in effect, the 
company has changed its collective 
mind. While the company isn't saying 
why it's closing down Amazon 



 

 
 

- 90 - 

Restaurants, we can surmise a few 
logical reasons: 
 
Intense external competition, as 
DoorDash, Grubhub and Uber Eats 
control 80 percent of the restaurant 
delivery market. 
 
Internal competition from other 
delivery services within Amazon -- think 
PrimeNow, delivery from Whole Foods, 
and even Amazon's recent investment 
in London-based delivery service, 
Deliveroo. 
 
The simple truth that Amazon never 
really marketed its service much in the 
first place, and launched it in a fairly 
limited number of U.S. cities. 
Related: the fact that Amazon had 
already shut down its United Kingdom-
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based restaurant delivery service last 
year. 
 
Now, does this count as a business 
failure, or as a corporate level example 
of mind-changing as a sign of high 
intelligence? 
 
The Wall Street Journal went with the 
former characterization:  
 
"The demise of Amazon Restaurants is 
a rare logistical misstep by a company 
that is a dominant force in e-commerce 
and prides its delivery prowess.  
 
It also adds to a list of failed projects 
for the online behemoth that includes 
its Amazon Fire smartphone blunder, a 
travel site named Destinations and 
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Amazon Local, an extinct online hub to 
find local deals." 
 
But, I don't think that's right. 
 
As the Journal went on to explain, food 
delivery is turning into a "cutthroat 
market" in which margins are as thin as 
can be imagined. 
 
Examples: 
 
Grubhub, which has seen its stock 
price fall 50 percent since its IPO in 
2014, and that reported its profits were 
down 78 percent in the most recent 
quarter. 
 
Uber lost $1 billion in the first quarter 
of this year. 
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DoorDash is supposedly worth $7 
billion but hasn't turned a profit. 
So sure, you could say Amazon that 
tried and failed -- or that it simply didn't 
execute effectively. 
 
Or else, you could say that it entered 
the market with fervor in 2015, but 
learned that it's not all it's cracked up 
to be. Then, just perhaps, the company 
decided to practice what its founder 
preaches. 
 
Make the smart decision. And be 
willing to change your mind. 
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Gratitude 
In January 2019, Bezos and MacKenzie Scott, who 
then went by MacKenzie Bezos, announced their 
plans to divorce. This came just hours after the 
National Enquirer broke the “news” of a 
relationship between Jeff Bezos and another 
woman, and published highly personal texts. 
Many people expected an epic divorce battle, that 
could have distracted the CEO from Amazon. 
What happened instead was surprising—and 
frankly, encouraging. 

————— 

Jeff and MacKenzie Bezos announced 
the terms of their divorce via two posts 
on Twitter Thursday. Among the most 
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striking things is that they both used 
the same single word over and over. 

That word: "grateful." 

Let's talk quickly first about the tone of 
the statements, and the fact that they 
reached this resolution very quickly, 
when it could have left a serious cloud 
hanging over Amazon.    

No divorce is easy. But, between the 
spotlight, the tabloids--and of course, 
the fact that Jeff Bezos of course is 
running Amazon and MacKenzie Bezos 
played a significant role in its early 
development--this one threatened to 
be a real mess. 
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1. A 25/75 split 

You might remember that a month 
after the couple announced their plan 
to divorce, Jeff Bezos wrote his first-
ever Medium post and accused the 
National Enquirer of "extortion ad 
blackmail." 

Now we're hearing allegations that the 
Saudis hacked his smartphone. So, it's 
now remarkable that Jeff and 
MacKenzie seem to have resolved their 
differences quickly. 

In short, she keeps 25 percent of their 
Amazon holdings, which will work out 
to about $35 billion and make her the 
world's fourth-richest woman. 

He keeps the other 75 percent, plus 
The Washington Post and Blue Origin, 
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and retains voting control over 
MacKenzie's 25 percent. 

2. 93 words (and 2 'gratefuls') each 

I retyped both Jeff's and MacKenzie's 
statements to take a closer look at the 
structure.  

Then, I realized that they're the exact 
same length: 93 words each, and 
posted at the exact same time: 1:04 
p.m. Eastern time.   

And, they both keep using the same 
words.  

Let's start with "grateful," which they 
each used twice. 

Mackenzie: "Grateful to have finished 
the process of dissolving my marriage 
with Jeff with support ... Grateful for the 
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past as I look forward to what comes 
next." 

Jeff: "I'm so grateful to all my friends 
and family ... . MacKenzie most of all. 
I'm grateful for her support and for her 
kindness in this process..." 

We've all heard so many times that 
gratitude is the key to happiness, and 
so it's a striking image to create when 
talking about such a difficult situation. 

Who wouldn't want to accentuate the 
positive if possible, after more than 25 
years of marriage and four children? 

They also both used the same phrase 
to describe their future relationship: 
"co-parents and friends," MacKenzie 
called it; Jeff reversed the order, 
saying, "friends and co-parents." 
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3. The medium makes it seem less 
impersonal 

Both Jeff and MacKenzie are great 
writers. Jeff's annual Amazon letters 
are parsed by thousands; MacKenzie 
has written a couple of well-received 
novels. 

I'm almost surprised to conclude that 
the wording of the statements (maybe 
even the matching lengths) was part of 
their agreement. That makes sense; it's 
just that posting them first on Twitter 
makes it all seem less impersonal. 

By way of comparison, I looked up 
what happened in the last decade, 
after the former chairman of GE, Jack 
Welch and his second wife, Jane 
Beasley settled their super-contentious 
divorce. 
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"In a terse one-sentence statement," 
The New York Times reported then, 
"they said that they had settled their 
differences and were divorced." 

I think we all probably prefer the way 
Jeff and MacKenzie handled it. 

----- 

Update: After this article was 
published, an Inc.com reader 
contacted me to share a fascinating 
theory that I had completely missed: 

“The obvious symbolism of the 93 
words is they were married in '93." 

The reader, who didn't want to be 
identified, is right at least about the 
date. The Bezoses were married on 
September 4, 1993. 
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As for the theory? Who could know? So 
I emailed the Amazon press office 
along with Jeff Bezos directly. His email 
reportedly is simply jeff@amazon.com.  

I haven't heard back. I tried 
mackenzie@amazon.com as well, 
because why not? But it bounced back. 

So I can't confirm this "93-words-for-
1993" theory, obviously. All I can do is 
put these intriguing facts in front of 
you, and share what I think of them. 

My response is that if it's true, it's 
poignant and beautiful. The writer in 
me likes to think it's a communication 
in a shared voice, going beyond the 
text itself. 

I'm impressed. I'm a filled with a bit of 
awe. And, I find myself offering them 
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both condolences and congratulations 
on the whole situation. 
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Bad Review 
After writing about the Bezos divorce, I went back 
to note that MacKenzie Scott (then-Bezos) had 
aggressively come to her then-husband’s defense, 
using her most powerful weapons: her words. 

————— 

People have left millions of reviews on 
Amazon, starting long ago with books, 
but eventually encompassing almost 
every imaginable product. 

In fact, I calculated last year that 
Amazon's cache of reviews would be 
worth billions on its own, if the 
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company ever spun it off into a 
separate venture.  

But out of all the reviews on Amazon, I 
think there's one in particular that 
stands out, both for historical value and 
for what it says about Jeff Bezos, the 
early history of Amazon, and who was 
watching his back. 

It's the one-star review that MacKenzie 
Scott--then married to Bezos and 
known as MacKenzie Bezos, and now 
one of the wealthiest women in the 
world--wrote for The Everything Store, 
which was itself a book about Amazon. 

Thus, we had the wife at the time of the 
founder of Amazon, who is herself 
described as the first Amazon 
employee, writing an Amazon review of 
a book about Amazon.  
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See why I like this one? Even better for 
our dramatic purposes, it was a 
stinging critique. 

"I wanted to like this book," Scott 
began on November 4, 2013. But, 
starting with a small point -- the timing 
of when Bezos supposedly read the 
novel, Remains of the Day -- she 
described it as being riddled with 
"numerous factual inaccuracies," and "a 
lopsided and misleading portrait of the 
people and culture at Amazon." 

"If this were an isolated example, it 
might not matter, but it's not," Scott 
wrote.  

Personally, I read The Everything Store 
a few years back. I can't say what 
author Brad Stone might have gotten 
wrong or not, and frankly I hadn't 
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remembered the part about Remains 
of the Day actually being in the book. 

But that's certainly part of the oft-
repeated mythology about the origins 
of the company, along with the idea 
that Bezos lived his life according to a 
"regret minimization framework." 

I should point out that I've never 
interviewed Bezos or Scott, or Stone for 
that matter. (I do email 
jeff@amazon.com when I write about 
him, so it's not for lack of trying, 
although I've only received a reply 
from an assistant.)  

But looking back, I find it interesting 
that it was Scott, not Bezos, who wrote 
this review and rebuttal--and that she 
started by talking about the example of 
the novel. 
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In fact, what got me thinking about this 
to begin with was Stephanie Clifford's 
recent profile of Scott for the 
publication Marker, on Medium.  

Clifford portrays Scott, who has written 
two novels, as someone whose first 
love was books and writing, as 
opposed to startups and business. 

Last year Scott, whose net worth after 
her divorce from Bezos is estimated at 
roughly $57 billion, signed the Giving 
Pledge. And over the summer she gave 
a total of $1.7 billion to charity, "with 
very few strings attached" according to 
Clifford. 

But, while she graduated from the 
same prestigious university and 
worked at the same New York hedge 
fund as Bezos, and married him and 



 

 
 

- 108 - 

moved across the country with him to 
launch Amazon, she's always been 
overshadowed by her ex-husband, for 
obvious reasons. 

As Clifford points out, when Bezos 
gave the commencement address at 
Princeton a decade ago, he mentioned 
that his wife was also an alum and was 
sitting in the second row--but the 
cameras filming the event didn't even 
turn to acknowledge her. 

Anyway, perhaps reviews aren't quite 
what they used to be on Amazon, with 
all kinds of reports of fake evaluations 
and ratings on the site.  

Last year, a former Amazon employee 
who runs a consulting firm for Amazon 
retailers told The Wall Street Journal 
put the number of "inauthentic 
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reviews" on the site as high as 30 
percent. (Amazon claimed it was more 
like 1 percent.) 

Meanwhile, I tried in vain to find out 
roughly how many reviews there even 
are on Amazon, or how many 
registered reviewer accounts.  

It's a big number, and for a glimpse 
toward the answer, it's worth noting 
that the account for Scott, who owns 
about 4 percent of the company, has a 
"reviewer ranking" of 10,860,748, as I 
write this. 

However, I'm making a note to be on 
the lookout for one more review next 
year, when the sequel to The 
Everything Store, which Brad Stone's 
publisher says will be called Amazon 
Unbound, is due to reach stores. 
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I'm curious now to know: What more 
might MacKenzie Scott have to say?  
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Customers 
Let’s close on this one. I started putting this 
Ubook together in early 2021, and finished it, on 
the day Bezos released his latest shareholder 
letter. That means I’ll have to update the story 
below. But I still think this is a very interesting way 
to look at a lot of different documents at once, 
especially when they weren’t written together, 
and discern some of the themes and quantifiable 
takeaways.  

————— 

Each year around this time, Jeff Bezos 
drops his annual letter to Amazon 
shareholders. Thousands or even 
millions try to discern its wisdom.  
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This year marked letter number 23. By 
now, Bezos has written 44,000 words in 
total. 

That's enough for a short book, so I 
took the full text of all 23 letters over 
the years, combined them into a single 
document, and ran the file through a 
word cloud generator (which also 
revealed word frequency). 

The takeaways are stunning. Right off 
the top, here are some of the key 
things I found. (I think I like the first, 
second, and last items the most.) 

1. Customers, customers, customers 

If there's one truism I expected to find 
in these letters, it's Bezos's repeated 
admonition that successful companies-
-or at least Amazon--should obsess 
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about their customers, not their 
competition.  

The numbers backed this up to a 
degree that was quite astonishing. 

"Customer" (or "customers") appears 
443 times, which makes it the most 
common word in all 23 letters by far 
(omitting words like "and" or "the" for 
example). By way of comparison, the 
word "Amazon" appears 340 times. 

Statistically, you could literally pick any 
word at random in this document, 
there is about a 1 percent chance that 
the word you choose will be 
"customer." 

"From the beginning, our focus has 
been on offering our customers 
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compelling value," Bezos wrote in 
1997. 

"Obsess over customers: our 
commitment continues," he wrote in 
2002. 

From 2008: "In this turbulent global 
economy, our fundamental approach 
remains the same. Stay heads down, 
focused on the long term and 
obsessed over customers. 

2013: "We have the good fortune of a 
large, inventive team and a patient, 
pioneering, customer-obsessed 
culture..." 
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2. The 'competition' 

In these shareholder letters, 
"customer" is to "competition" as ying 
is to yang. 

"Competition" and its derivatives 
appear just 28 times across 23 letters. 
And quite a few of them aren't really 
referring to competitors; they're some 
variation of "Amazon's competitive 
advantage is..." 

It's not quite true to say the takeaway is 
that you shouldn't pay any attention to 
competitors.  In fact, Bezos threw cold 
water on this idea,: 

As regular readers of this letter 
will know, our energy at Amazon 
comes from the desire to impress 
customers rather than the zeal to 
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best competitors. We don't take a 
view on which of these 
approaches is more likely to 
maximize business success. 

There are pros and cons to both 
and many examples of highly 
successful competitor-focused 
companies. We do work to pay 
attention to competitors and be 
inspired by them, but it is a fact 
that the customer-centric way is at 
this point a defining element of 
our culture. 

But still, the word count tells an 
interesting tale: 443 to 28. 

3. Prime, AWS, Kindle, and Alexa 

These aren't big surprises, as they're 
giant products for Amazon. 
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But their frequency -- "prime" appears 
131 times, "AWS" appears 81 times, 
"Kindle" appears 66 times, and Alexa 
and Echo for a combined 34 rimes -- is 
interesting. 

It's especially interesting given that 
Prime was only introduced in 2005, 
AWS rolled out in 2006, the Kindle was 
introduced in 2007, and we first heard 
of Alexa and Echo in late 2014. 

So, these are four of the most-used 
words you'll find in the 23 shareholder 
letters, but they refer to products that 
didn't even exist for the first half or 
more of the company.  

4. People 

Here, we'll combine the instances of 
words like: 
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team (62) 

people (54) 

employees (39)  

hiring (10) 

associates (9) 

It all works out to 176 instances. Almost 
every company I've ever written about 
has some kind of line about how "our 
people are our real assets."  

5. Shareholders 

I mean, these are investor letters, right? 
Shareholder and shareholders get a 
total of 53 mentions.  

Add investor and investors, and it's 
another eight. I'm not really sure what 



 

 
 

- 119 - 

to make of this, except that the letters 
always have this undercurrent of selling 
investors while simultaneously being 
very self-conscious of the fact that 
Amazon doesn't really need to sell 
investors. 

6. Antitrust 

This last one is my favorite, as I'm on a 
tear about this lately: antitrust. 

I think Amazon recognizes antitrust as 
the number-1 existential threat to the 
company now.  

Yet, how many times does antitrust 
come up in the shareholder letters? 
Zero. Not once. 
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I can't predict the future. But I'm pretty 
darn confident Amazon would like to 
keep that streak going. 
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Links & References 
 

Thanks again for downloading and 
reading. I hope you found the book of 
value. 
 
Please don’t forget to sign up at 
Understandably.com, if you haven’t 
already. 
 
This edition was released in April 2021. 
Check out to see if there’s an update 
at: books.understandably.com. 
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Also, I have to get a bit legal here: 
Please note that Understandably, 
Understandably.com, Ubook and 
Ubooks are trademarks of Much Better 
Media LLC. 
 
Don’t forget to submit comments 
and reviews at:  
 

reviews@understandably.com 
 
Notes and links follow below. Where 
you see simply a URL and a date, that’s 
where to find the original articles and 
the dates of publication: 

 


