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Disciplined Innovation: A Case Study of the
Amazon Working Backwards Approach to Internal

Corporate Venturing

Practitioners can apply the framework presented to implement the Amazon Working Backwards approach effectively and

create order in a naturally messy innovation process.

Aylin Ates (|2) and Kumuda Suppayah

OVERVIEW: Internal corporate venturing (ICV) is a strategy used by established organizations; however, our knowledge is
limited regarding its underlying activities and processes. As a methodical innovation strategy, Amazon’s Working Backwards
(AWB) has generated internal corporate ventures like Amazon Web Services Inc. Despite its proven success, AWB’s broader
application remains understudied. This study explores the application of the AWB approach beyond Amazon to bridge the
knowledge gap regarding how other organizations use it to accelerate innovation activity that may lead to new internal
corporate ventures. Our research of a Fortune 500 energy group demonstrates AWB’s adaptability beyond Amazon’s con-
ventional setting, emphasizing its essential role in accelerating ICV by prioritizing customers, processes, and people. We
present a framework that practitioners can use to effectively implement the AWB approach in diverse organizational

contexts.
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Interest in internal corporate venturing (ICV) has grown in
recent years as researchers and practitioners contend that it
can contribute significantly to the evolution of a firm’s sus-
tainability and innovativeness (Narayanan et al. 2009;
Gutmann et al. 2019; Zhang and Biniari 2021). Accelerated
change arising from various external environmental triggers
such as the global pandemic, rapid technological advance-
ments, and climate change have led to stronger calls for orga-
nizations to become sustainable and thereby heightened
interest in ICV. Companies feel pressured to try various inno-
vation efforts (Nakata and Hwang 2020) that may lead to
the creation of new ventures to revitalize and future-proof
their businesses. Established companies are increasingly
embarking on entrepreneurial processes as ICV facilitators
and innovation enhancers to attune their organizations to
the fast-changing environment and navigate toward sustain-
ability (Lin and Lee 2011; Bierwerth et al. 2015; Rigtering
and Behrens 2021).

ICV involves the creation and ownership of new busi-
nesses within an organization by creating new and innova-
tive products and services (Morris et al. 2008). Some internal
corporate ventures can be part of a preexisting internal orga-
nizational structure, while others may reside in newly estab-
lished entities within the company structure (Phan et al.
2009). ICV is considered a resource-effective strategy and is
closely linked to innovation (Narayanan et al. 2009).
Innovation is inherently messy. While systematic innovation
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aims to instill structure by aligning invention with adoption
through a disciplined framework (Gamota 2020; Denning
2021), the complexity of this process often poses challenges.
Two surveys by McKinsey & Company conducted a decade
apart, one in 2007 and the other in 2019, highlight the ongo-
ing struggle of achieving successful innovation (Barsh et al.
2008; Bar Am et al. 2020). The 2007 survey highlighted that
over 70 percent of executives identified innovation as a top
priority (Barsh et al. 2008). The 2019 survey revealed a sim-
ilar response among executives but noted they continue to
struggle with building innovations effectively and attaining
desired outcomes (Bar Am et al. 2020; Soto-Simeone et al.
2020).

ICV has evolved over time as organizations have tried
different methods to shift and alter their businesses in
response to internal and external changes. Most ICV attempts
have resulted in abysmal failures, however, due to ICV’s com-
plexities and the fact that companies underestimate organi-
zational, market, and venture management factors that
influence ICV outcomes (Macmillan and George 1985). The
lack of a cohesive approach to unlock ICV’s potential remains
a challenge that limits the pace and momentum of innova-
tion and the creation of new sustainable competitive advan-
tages (Narayanan et al. 2009; Weiss and Kanbach 2022).

Amazon’s renowned Amazon Working Backwards (AWB)
approach is an exemplar of a methodical innovation process
(Bryar and Carr 2021). AWB has contributed significantly to
Amazon’s recognition as a serial innovator that builds suc-
cessful internal corporate ventures (Manly et al. 2022).
Amazon explicitly attributes its standing as a highly innova-
tive technology company to the efficacy of the AWB approach
(Tucker 2018). Innovation, ICV, and AWB are connected
concepts as organizations engage with AWB as a method to
develop innovative products and services, and some of these
innovations turn into internal corporate ventures.

Increasingly, companies turn to ICV to revitalize their
operations, build new capabilities to achieve innovation, and
create better value (Narayanan et al. 2009). However, our
knowledge is limited regarding what methods, organizational
mechanisms, and activities are enabling or limiting a suc-
cessful internal corporate venture. Amazon contends that its
AWRB approach is non-proprietary and transferrable to any
organization (Bryar and Carr 2021). Researchers are explor-
ing its applicability in diverse organizational contexts in order
to understand critical success factors and potential drawbacks
when implementing AWB (Gamota 2020; Denning 2021).
The broader efficacy of AWB beyond Amazon, however,
remains relatively unexplored.

In this study, we aim to answer the following questions:
How can the AWB approach be used to accelerate innovation
efforts leading to new internal corporate ventures in an
external company? What are the critical success factors and
common pitfalls? We present a case study of a large multi-
national energy company where we examined the efficacy
of the AWB approach and identified critical success factors
and common downsides. We provide actionable insights for
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practitioners that can enrich and guide innovation initiatives
within diverse organizational settings.

Literature Review

Corporate venturing encompasses the multifaceted processes
linked with innovation (Narayanan et al. 2009; Slade 2020).
Corporate venturing practice has three primary forms: inter-
nal, cooperative, and external corporate venturing (Gutmann
etal. 2019; Enkel and Sagmeister 2020). Cooperative corpo-
rate venturing refers to entrepreneurial initiatives where an
organization and one or more external entities co-own a new
business (Rossi et al. 2019; Zhang and Biniari 2021). External
corporate venturing involves an organization investing in or
acquiring a new business developed by external parties, typ-
ically emerging ventures, or early-stage startups (Markham
et al. 2005; Kuratko 2010). Although external corporate
venturing offers access to market-ready, less risky innovative
products and services from startups, it requires substantial
investments (Slade 2020).

Increasingly, organizations turn to ICV for innovation and
resource efficiency. A research gap exists regarding which
activities and factors influence the success or failure of ICV
in established organizations (Hill and Georgoulas 2016;
Makarevich 2017). To bridge this gap, we explore the
Amazon Working Backwards (AWB) approach.

Amazon seeks to uncover new corporate ventures (Lerner
2013) with the potential to augment or supplant existing
business portfolios (Lin and Lee 2011; Gutmann et al. 2019).
The AWB—also called “Working Backwards” or “the Amazon
Method”—has facilitated the successful scaling of new cor-
porate ventures (Bryar and Carr 2021). The AWB approach
is used as an innovation methodology that can lead to the
creation of novel, customer-driven internal corporate ven-
tures (Bryar and Carr 2021). “Working Backwards” is a con-
cept practiced by Amazon employees to systematically vet
new product and service ideas by listening to and working
closely with the customer (Bryar and Carr 2021; Halkett
2021). This practice of working backwards demonstrates the
company’s commitment to “customer obsession” over a nar-
row focus on competitors.

The AWB transformed Amazon’s conventional innova-
tion approach of building costly prototype solutions and
products first, which required costly investments and had a
high risk of failure at launch if product-market fit tests failed
(Bryar and Carr 2021). Amazon has applied the AWB con-
cept to Amazon Web Services, or AWS, a successful example
of an ICV that enables the development of customer-defined
use cases for tailored digital products and solutions for each
of its cloud platform customers (Jassy 2020; Amazon Web
Services 2024).

Proving there is a customer is one of the challenges for
any new internal corporate venture. AWB’s key principle
is to start by defining the customer experience, and then
iteratively working backwards and failing fast through
small experimentations to build clarity around what the
customer wants and needs and the solution that will serve
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FIGURE 1. Central artifacts of the Amazon Working Backwards

them best (Tucker 2018). Establishing a rapid-feedback
loop from the customer experience with the solution sub-
sequently helps to build operations incrementally and keep
investments practical, while establishing a viable business
for the new product. The AWB process prioritizes docu-
menting customer-centric ideas, iterative discussions
among team members, and pursuing truth seeking (Halkett
2021). The AWB is based on sharing and debating by devel-
oping written documents and visuals as central artifacts
(Figure 1).

The principal tool in AWB is a written narrative document,
called the PR/FAQ (Press Release/Frequently Asked
Questions) that articulates the ICV vision in a succinct PR
format, with an FAQ section to address critical concerns
about the new solution’s customers, operations, and business
model. The PR/FAQ documents include answers to questions
about defining the customer, identifying their challenges,
recognizing opportunities, highlighting the primary customer
benefits, determining customer needs and desires, and clar-
ifying the proposed customer experience (Halkett 2021). The
AWSB process is fast paced and allows early failure if necessary

Disciplined Innovation

(Bryar and Carr 2021; Drift 2021). Small teams with sin-
gle-threaded leaders focus on separate customer problems.

ICV can be a powerful strategy for established organiza-
tions to innovate and remain competitive in rapidly changing
markets (Jackson and Haubelt 2017). Public sector organi-
zations have used the AWB to address problems like gun
violence and road safety (Loewenherz 2022); broader knowl-
edge of its adoption in different contexts, however, is
limited.

Internal corporate venturing can be
a powerful strategy for established
organizations to innovate and

remain competitive in rapidly

changing markets.
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Energy Co Case Study

Energy Co (anonymized name) is a Fortune 500 global
energy group with operations in more than 100 countries.
It aims to produce and deliver sustainable energy solutions.
Its business portfolio includes cleaner conventional and
renewable resources such as gas, liquefied natural gas, hydro-
gen, and solar energy, and it offers a wide range of advanced
products and technological solutions, such as optimized off-
shore and onshore pipelines, carbon capture and storage,
solar panels, electric vehicle charging facilities, and sustain-
able aviation fuel. The company is committed to talent devel-
opment and views employees as key partners for growth.
Energy Co’s approach to innovation is driven by progress
toward achieving the future of energy sustainability, and it
strives to actively diversify its portfolio with new internal
corporate ventures and innovation (Block and Macmillan
1993; Narayanan et al. 2009; Lin and Lee 2011). To achieve
its aims, Energy Co has formed 143 teams and identified 58
innovation projects using the AWB approach since 2021. The
company has created two new internal corporate ventures
as an output of this disciplined innovation process.

Method

We used an inductive, qualitative research design that is
grounded in a single, illustrative case study (Yin 2003;
Siggelkow 2007) in a large multinational company context.
We draw on our single case study to illustrate examples
(Eisenhardt and Graebner 2007). Our research demonstrates
the particularity and complexity of a single case while devel-
oping a better understanding of ICV activity within different
circumstances (Stake 1995).

A single case study methodology was appropriate due to
its efficiency (Stake 1995) to assess implementation of AWB
beyond the context of Amazon. This single case study helped
us characterize the ICV process in its unique circumstances.
The unit of analysis is the organization rather than any indi-
vidual ICV initiatives or any specific innovation projects. For
confidentiality reasons, we cannot discuss the extent of

TABLE 1. Interviewees' profile

specific ICV activities or definitions of the innovations incor-
porated in the case study. We anonymized interviewees’
identities and removed any reference to specific example
projects.

Following the principles of purposive sampling to select
research participants (Ritchie, Lewis, and Elam 2003), we
conducted semi-structured interviews with 11 experts who
have practical experience with the AWB approach (Table 1).
All interviewees actively engage in innovation-driven ICV
agendas. They all had a minimum of five years” work expe-
rience. Interviews lasted approximately 60 minutes. All inter-
viewees consented to the interviews being recorded. We
transcribed all interviews.

We used Zoom to interview geographically dispersed
respondents in October and November 2021 during the
COVID-19 pandemic. The interview questions focused on
ICV through the creation of new business or products/ser-
vices, and new segments that the company wants to venture
into (Table 2).

We also collected and analyzed secondary sources from
Energy Co to triangulate our data and increase research reli-
ability. These secondary data sources included the company
website, newspaper articles, non-publicly available company
reports (accessed by one of the authors for research pur-
poses), internally conducted situational assessments, archival
information, and publicly available written documents from
media sources such as books, magazines, and newspapers.
Other data sources included participant observations gath-
ered by one coauthor in Energy Co’s innovation workshops
from 2021 to 2023. We also analyzed blogs and publicly avail-
able videos about the AWB methodology. The purpose of the
secondary data collection and analysis was to identify any
discrepancies in the findings.

We analyzed our qualitative data using the principles of
thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke 2006) using Miro soft-
ware for pattern searching in our dataset. The authors col-
laborated, and iteratively analyzed data using Miro, which
eliminated the need for co-location. We summarized the
interviews using respondents’ quotations, noted in Miro,

Practitioner Working Experience Corporate Venturing Working Backwards Interview Timing Pages of
(#yrs) Experience Experience Transcription
P1 >5 Yes Yes Oct 2021, 60min. 10
P2 >5 Yes Yes Oct 2021, 60min. 12
P3 >5 Yes Yes Oct 2021, 60min. 10
P4 >10 Yes Yes Oct 2021, 60min. 11
P5 >20 Yes Yes Oct 2021, 60min. 9
P6 >10 Yes Yes Oct 2021, 60min. 10
P7 >10 Yes Yes Nov 2021, 60 min. 9
P8 >15 Yes Yes Nov 2021, 60 min. 10
P9 >10 Yes Yes Nov 2021, 60 min. 10
P10 >15 Yes Yes Nov 2021, 60 min. 12
P11 >5 Yes Yes Nov 2021, 60 min. 12
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TABLE 2. Interview questions

Interview Questions

1. Could you elaborate on your current role within the
organization?

2. How is innovation being pursued in your context?

3. Does your organization support the creation of new internal
ventures through innovation, new product, and service
development processes?

4. Can you provide an example of a significant innovation project
or an ICV initiative undertaken by your company?

5. Why did your company want to innovate for ICV?

6. How would you describe your personal experience with your
company'’s approach to innovation and ICV?

7. Would you be able to walk us through the whole ICV journey?

8. Have you used any structured innovation methods, such as
Amazon’s Working Backwards? If yes, please explain your
experiences.

9. From your perspective, what are the primary challenges
hindering or enabling your company’s innovation processes?

10. How do you perceive Amazon’s Working Backwards approach
contributing to these challenges?

11. In terms of different types of methods that you have tried, do
you think that the customer-centric AWB methodology works
better or not? Please explain.

12. How about key enablers that you think helped you out or you
wish you had?

13. Why is that challenge or success criteria so important?

14. What is the role of management? What are the management
expectations in this entrepreneurial journey?

15. Is there anything else you would like to share or add?

with each respondent contributing approximately 11-12
quotations. Then, we linked these quotations together to
form first- and second-order analyses and ultimately con-
nected them to aggregate themes (Gioia et al. 2013). We also
achieved data triangulation by comparing multiple inter-
viewees’ quotations on the same set of questions and com-
paring them with secondary data sources, showing data
saturation across the dataset.

Our detailed categorization of the initial 31 emergent con-
cepts is clustered around 16 categories. We discovered three
new major themes, derived from a combination of nine sec-
ond-order themes and the initial first-order analysis (Corbin and
Strauss 1996; Gioia et al. 2013). Our data structure (Table 3)
shows how our analysis progressed from raw data to themes,
concepts, and overarching dimensions (Gioia 2021).

Results
All interviewees indicated they found the AWB approach
useful and emphasized the importance of a customer-centric,
fast-paced, and disciplined approach to ICV and innovation.
For example, Practitioner 11 said, “It takes decades to estab-
lish a new space and you need to keep exploring, not just to
survive the energy transition, but to be able to sustain for
the future generation. This is why innovation is super import-
ant, we need to be relevant in the quickest way possible.”
We identified three major themes in applying the AWB
approach—a disciplined focus on customers, process, and
people.

Disciplined Innovation

Disciplined Focus on Customers

We found that a relentless focus on customers is integral to
the effectiveness of the AWB approach. The process creates
a mental model for always starting from the customer’s per-
spective before building any innovations, leading to internal
corporate ventures. “Lean Startup, design thinking, and

Scrum are tools . . . don’t be dogmatic, because customers
are different . . . we were primarily using design thinking
methodology, but this year we introduced Working

Backwards, where you must focus on the user, too,”
explained Practitioner 2. “Working Backwards is a much
more organized method on how you want to get to innova-
tion and what works, what doesn’t work.” All our respon-
dents described the AWB approach as a core strategy for rapid
development of a new business opportunity or idea in close
collaboration with customers. Practitioner 6 said, “We
wouldn’t say we have an ambition for things to build . . . we
have an ambition to delight the customer all the time and
that the customer dissatisfaction is like the petrol that drives
our innovation engine.”

We observed that customer centricity helped de-risk mar-
ket entry while building experience. Several interviewees
explained that the AWB experience mitigates the common
risk of early-stage innovative venture failure by anchoring
internal corporate venture initiatives to urgent customer pain
points. Use of the AWB approach at Energy Co enables the
identification of an early adopter as a customer who is willing
to cocreate a solution prior to launch. According to our inter-
viewees, this allows for incremental improvement of an idea
that is low cost and keeps expectations clear based on cus-
tomer needs. Practitioner 5 highlighted the importance of
engaging with customers who are potential early adopters:
“The team had this illusion that customers looked at com-
pany reputation and products needed to be perfect going
out the door, but early adopters are much more forgiving
with things that don’t work . . . that’s why they’re early
adopters.”

Disciplined Focus on Process

Our results show that a disciplined process such as the AWB
is a mechanism that can bring a small team of diverse but
otherwise inexperienced people in entrepreneurship together
to build innovations. “AWB tools create synchronized lingo
to align understanding, expectations between innovators as
well as top management,” said Practitioner 3. “Working
Backwards is a set of simple and replicable tools that does

We identified three major themes in

applying the AWB approach—a
disciplined focus on customers,
process, and people.
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TABLE 3. Data structure

Overarching Dimension 1: Disciplined Focus on Customers

Second-order Themes (Activities)

First-order Categories (CSFs and Pitfalls) and Example Quotations

Put customers at the forefront

—Having customer centricity as a key success criterion
—Working closely with customers to bring clarity of vision

“Last year, we were primarily using design thinking methodology to make sure that whatever we
come up with it has to be customer centric. This year we introduced the Working Backwards
methodology and we're using that, which is also very customer centric, and we are amalgamating
it together with all of the other design thinking tools that we have.”

“. .. if you can prove to your customer, then you can prove your pain points, only then do you go
into the solution . . . having that clarity in vision and alignment among the team, as well as the
participants and management, it really helps frame the direction for them. It lessens the anxiety of
the whole innovation process.”

Seek early adopters

—Building a reputation that your solution has demand
—Establishing effective communications with early adopters
—Mitigating market risks

”. .. especially in the beginning, you need to find early adopters.”
“.. . product-market fit is built into working backwards.”

"Oh, let's just do what we are doing, because that is what is our cash cow is and this is very risky.
We don't even know what is happening or whether it will be successful or not.”

Commit to execution

—Developing cohesiveness

—Fostering agility

“That alignment was a steep learning curve for all of us, because everyone will keep changing
their mind as to what we should be doing or what is required at that point in time.”

"You always jump to what you know is tangible. But the working backwards methodology forces you to
stop and say just focus on who's your persona, what are the pain points first, if you can’t convince me on
that don't even talk to me about any solution. Then, you implement the solution through agile practices.”

Overarching Dimension 2: Disciplined Focus on Process

Allocate sufficient resources

—Demanding resource efficiency

—Balancing the primary focus on core business activities that competes with allocating attention
and resources to innovation

“Internal corporate venturing, which | think is really dependent on management, whether they
really want to support the projects with resources . . . | think a lot of companies nowadays want to
do innovations, but it is really very surface level, very lip service, but when you go to them with a
proposal and tell them they need to invest a certain amount of money, they step back and say,
‘Oh, let’s just do what we are doing.””

Establish effective venturing

—pPromoting creativity
—Set clear expectations

“This is repeatable like every innovation project that I've worked on over the past year boils down
to a basic set of steps which is (1) talk to the customer. Really learn what is the customer wants . . .
Then it's really about thinking big, really pushing ourselves to come up with solutions to what
we've heard with the customer, that is really creative . . . ”

“It is the expectation. Expectation setting on what is required from the teams at the different
points in time and okay, because what happened last year was also management felt that they
can, they need to push further, dream bigger all the time . . . We moved from so many different
ideas, but because we didn’t have a common understanding of what good looks like, we never
get an approval of the idea.”

Use replicable innovation tools

—pProviding a structured approach for internal corporate venturing

"Everyone knows backwards Amazon narratives all of the mechanisms that you read online are all
true but, really, then the main thing is it forces you to be really talking to customers and be clear
about what you're learning.”

“Ninety percent of the value comes from sitting down and really understanding the customer and
whether you then do it in a PR/FAQ.”

Overarching Dimension 3: Disciplined Focus on People

Empower internal teams

—Refraining from a culture overly reliant on leadership or subject matter experts for decision-making
—Assigning accountability to employees

“It's more of empowerment. It's less on direction but more on empowerment of the employees
who take responsibility and make the decisions on their own.”
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TABLE 3. Continued.
Overarching Dimension 3: Disciplined Focus on People

Establish an agile and supportive
internal ecosystem

—Auvoiding a management system characterized by high specialization, standardization, and
inflexible internal processes.

“The ecosystem is like a network of people that you can reach out to for mentoring, funding,
market access, as well as space to test solutions.”

Encourage entrepreneurism —Departing from a “Failure is not an option” culture

"I think another thing is I'm allowing people to fail. It's something that needs to be there first
before innovation can really take place. For us we've been very grateful that we have that . . .
because | know that they have allowed us to fail and fail fast and learn and grow. That's the
difference, that mindset shift has made a world of difference.”

“We have our internal corporate venturing we already do, and to be fair we already have this

entrepreneurship mindset, as part of our culture belief now.”

not require special skills to use, which is helpful for
innovation.”

We observed that a preparation phase before adopting the
AWB process is required. Respondents said often companies
that are new to ICV or innovation begin grandly without
establishing a solid strategy or setting clear expectations at
the outset, which causes issues later in the process.
Practitioner 11 referred to mass innovation campaigns and
hackathons as “Innovation Theatre,” implying that it is all
for show with low intention towards actionable outcomes
and benefit to the company. This preparation phase should
include establishing the entrepreneurial process with repli-
cable innovation tools, investing in development of a con-
ducive internal environment and culture, and committing
necessary resources to enable teams.

Our findings show that conflicts may arise because leaders
often seek certainty, but employees cannot guarantee success
in every innovation initiative. This situation can create a
culture that fears failure and hampers employee exploration
of new opportunities. “Investors want one thing, but internal
bosses want another, which causes innovators to lose focus
and waste resources,” said Practitioner 3. Establishing align-
ment between leadership expectations and employees helps
foster successful innovations. Practitioner 4 said, “The exec-
utive support and willingness to make it happen and to be
open minded enough to explore ways to make things better
are important in the execution of the AWB approach.”

All interviewees said that effective allocation of resources
is an indicator of accountability given to teams pursuing
innovations. Participants agreed unanimously that a lack of
investment hinders the progress and success of ICV teams,
resulting in an inability to enter the market. “Getting the
right balance for financial resources, talent, and solutions for
internal corporate venturing are some of the challenges. The
wrong team will bring you to the wrong way, finding right
talent is important,” remarked Practitioner 1. Besides that,
if you want the right diamond, you need to put money at
the right place that demand exists.”

Disciplined Focus on People

Our findings reveal the importance of transforming current
organizational control to empower small, focused teams to

Disciplined Innovation

build innovations on behalf of customers in the AWB process.
The practitioners interviewed frequently highlighted the
importance of empowering employees to take initiative and
the presence of an agile internal ecosystem as necessary facil-
itators for disciplined innovation. All interviewees agreed
that entrepreneurism can be cultivated through the use of
replicable innovation tools and experiential learning.
Practitioner 1 clarified that they believed anyone could adopt
entrepreneurism in corporate settings, as it is not solely a
personality trait but rather a skill that can be honed through
consistent practice. “Working Backwards enables people in
the organization to have same mental models, enabling peo-
ple to work as one team,” they said.

We observed that after promoting an entrepreneurial
mindset among employees, the agile ecosystem effectively
distributes accountabilities and enhances team empower-
ment through a disciplined process and rapid feedback loops
established within the company. Practitioner 1 described an
agile internal ecosystem as a network-based support system
that provides mentoring, funding, market access, and space
to test ideas and solutions. The internal ecosystem should be
flexible and agile enough to allow early failure. Also,
Practitioner 1 said, “By following the principles of AWB, we
work on a hypothesis-based approach to find an idea. Then
do innovation sprints to complete the project in small bits,
done in a short period of time.”

Our results show that implementing an agile internal eco-
system heightens the visibility of all activities and perfor-
mance across the company, simplifies the coordination of
strategies, and empowers bottom-up initiatives. Practitioner

Our findings show that conflicts
may arise because leaders often

seek certainty, but employees

cannot guarantee success in every
innovation initiative.
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FIGURE 2. Conceptual framework for implementing Amazon Working Backwards for internal corporate venturing

2 said, “We empower all our employees as leaders, we say
that you're an owner, and as an owner, you're accountable
for the outcome. The way that you spend your resources is
up to you. So that means, I don’t need to go to the CEO to
get permission to do this thing. Instead I find the person who
is able to provide resources, and they empower me to do it.”
We found that empowerment mechanisms need to be disci-
plined and formalized to ensure people have access to
resources and top management support in the internal
ecosystem.

Innovation, ICV, and Amazon Working
Backwards feed into each other and
create an ecosystem where

sustainable businesses thrive through

customer-people-process—centric
approaches.
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Discussion

Many organizations typically start their new internal corpo-
rate ventures by initiating the development of a new product
or service (Block and Macmillan 1993; Narayanan et al. 2009;
Amazon Web Services 2024). All respondents in our study
agreed that this approach may involve intensive time and
resource requirements and pose a serious risk of failed invest-
ment if there is no match between product and customer.
Some companies, backed by strong top-down drive, may
continue to enhance a product to ensure success through
“brute force” as suggested by one of our interviewees. Bryar
and Carr (2021) have proposed that to reduce the risk of
failures, it is best to first understand the customer’s urgent
needs deeply. The success of the AWB approach reinforces
their idea.

In this study, we aimed to clarify the pitfalls and success
factors for adopting the AWB approach in a non-Amazon
context. Based on our results, we developed a framework
for effectively implementing the AWB to foster innovation
and ICV (Figure 2).

We argue that innovation, ICV, and the AWB approach
complement each other. These concepts feed into each other
and create an ecosystem where sustainable businesses thrive
through customer-people-process—centric approaches. A
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disciplined innovation process paves the way for creation of
effective internal corporate ventures in established compa-
nies. This process is characterized by some key activities and
enabling factors.

ICV positively impacts the company’s expansion by
strengthening portfolio diversity while maintaining essential
strategic connections between the new portfolio and the
company’s primary organic growth drivers (Lin and Lee
2011). Researchers have observed that these linkages enable
the strategic renewal of companies that are focusing on inno-
vation-driven ICV (Bierwerth et al. 2015; Denning 2022).
However, we found that internal corporate ventures backed
by their larger, well-established parent company might use
that advantage to access funding and resource pools. While
respondents in this study considered leveraging internal
resources and capabilities as an advantage for internal cor-
porate ventures, in fact, this advantage might make the
broader environment imbalanced in favor of incumbent
firms. Unequal access to resources creates adversity and pre-
vents organically grown startups and independent ventures
from flourishing (Balachandran 2024).

Ironically, Lerner (2013) emphasized that established
organizations depend on the pool of organically grown inde-
pendent ventures (startups) as a source for new ventures
and acquisitions. The larger business ecosystem needs to
consider how the environment should be balanced to create
the necessary synergy between corporate venturing and
independent startups.

Our study underlines the necessity for a preliminary phase
before adopting the AWB approach. Establishing a disciplined
(Gamota 2020; Denning 2021), entrepreneurial process with
conducive internal environments (Amo 2010; Bierwerth et al.
2015), cultural shifts, and commitment of resources serves as
a vital foundation for effective AWB implementation. Conflicts
arising from a lack of alignment between leadership expec-
tations and employee capabilities highlight the need for cohe-
sive strategies that promote innovation that aligns with
organizational goals (Whipp, Rosenfeld, and Pettigrew 1989).
Successful implementation of the AWB approach necessitates
a paradigm shift towards customer-driven innovation,
methodical processes, and a supportive internal ecosystem
(Adner 2017), enabling organizations to drive ICV.

Managerial Implications
When applying the AWB approach for ICV, practitioners
should follow these steps:

1. Create a story and succinct narrative with a deep focus on
the customer—By first defining the customer, and the user
experience, the AWB approach leads teams to think and
better understand the corporate venture’s value proposi-
tion from the customer’s perspective.

2. Establish clarity of vision to ensure that the product meets
functional and emotional customer needs, wants, pain
points, and provides clear benefits.—The process of draft-
ing a mock 1-page press release helps teams critically
review, iterate, and clarify the vision and goals of the ICV

Disciplined Innovation

project, increase alignment among teams and decision
makers, and ensure a shared understanding of intended
innovation outcomes.

3. Ensure cohesiveness so that everyone involved—from prod-
uct managers and developers—is aligned with the project’s
purpose and goals, reducing the likelihood of miscommu-
nication.—Achieve cohesiveness through the optimal
sizing of teams—that is, two pizza-teams, meaning that the
optimal team can be satisfactorily fed with just two large
pizzas.

4. Establish effective communication.—The AWB approach
encourages an open communication strategy in preparing
for potential internal stakeholders and customer concerns
in the FAQ document. Developing the FAQ helps anticipate
challenges and prepare solutions beforehand.

5. Implement rapid risk mitigation—By systematically and
rapidly vetting an idea through close collaboration with
customers, a team can identify potential issues early in
the process. Teams can mitigate risks before investing sig-
nificant time and resources into development.

6. Allow creativity to flourish.—By starting with the customer
needs and working backwards, teams can think out-of-
the-box about how to achieve the stated goals and build
innovation and unique solutions that lead to new internal
corporate ventures.

7. Ensure there is resource efficiency and agility—Having a
clear, shared understanding of the end goal reduces time
and resources wasted on irrelevant features in products
that do not contribute to the overall vision (Denning
2022). The AWB approach applies agile principles to
enable the incremental development of products and ser-
vices (Sommer 2019) to ensure investments and resource
utilization are optimized as teams iterate their new
solutions.

Practitioners should be aware of the following pitfalls
when implementing the AWB approach:

1. Highly specialized and standardized management systems along
with existing rigid internal processes can be barriers.—The
AWRB'’s central tenet is to approach innovation in a sys-
tematic and iterative manner. This requires agile processes
to be set up for decisions and investments toward incre-
mental product development, and to rapidly ensure prog-
ress at pace.

2. A decision-making culture too dependent on input from leader-
ship or subject matter experts.—Companies with highly spe-
cialized management systems have stable decision-making
processes that leverage subject matter experts or appointed
leadership. In applying the AWB approach, decision mak-
ers need to avoid personal biases by listening to feedback
and data developed by the teams using a disciplined pro-
cess (Gamota 2020; Denning 2021). Too much depen-
dency on leaders will hinder the successful adoption of
the AWB.

3. Core business focus that competes for attention and resources with
innovation.—Companies unprepared to demarcate and
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carve out sufficient resources and managerial attention
toward the developmental work will struggle to demon-
strate commitment towards innovation. A focus on fire-
fighting and survival will hinder progress for those using
the AWB approach.

4. The “failure is not an option” culture can be problematic.—
The iterative nature of AWB means teams will experiment
with ideas and may have failures along with successes as
they correct their pathway to proving strong product-mar-
ket fit.

Limitations and Future Research

Our qualitative study is limited to investigation of a single
case study in a large energy group. Future research could
explore the application of the AWB approach in diverse com-
pany settings, including small and medium-sized enterprises.
Researchers could also employ different methodologies like
multiple case studies, large-scale surveys, or longitudinal
studies. It would also be valuable to conduct future studies
that focus on prioritization of the themes and the critical
success factors identified in our study. Such information will
provide deeper insights into the salience of the themes iden-
tified in our study for effective decision-making processes.
Ongoing research will refine our understanding of the AWB
approach in building disciplined innovations and new ven-
tures, which will enhance companies’ innovation efforts in
this domain.

Conclusion

Jeff Bezos famously introduced a distinctive practice within
board meetings, reserving “an empty seat” for an imaginary
customer, which many consider a testament to the tech
giant’s commitment to embedding a mental model in the
company that is focused on the customer. In this study, we
pinpointed three primary focal points in implementing the
AWRB approach: a disciplined emphasis on customers, pro-
cesses, and people. We demonstrated how an energy con-
glomerate successfully applied the AWB process and
highlighted challenges they encountered. Practitioners can
apply the lessons learned to generate order in a naturally
messy innovation process to create new internal ventures.
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