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Invent and Wander: The Collected
Writings of Jeff Bezos

by Jeff Bezos

Jeff Bezos in his own words: the shareholder letters and talks behind

Amazon's Day 1 way of working.

BEST POINTS FROM THE BOOK

It is always Day 1.

Day 2, Bezos warns, is stasis - followed by irrelevance, an excruciating, painful decline, and death.

Keep the hunger, speed, and customer focus of the first day forever.

01

Think long term when everyone else thinks short term.

The 1997 letter - reattached to every annual letter after it - says Amazon will choose long-term

market leadership over short-term profit and quarterly Wall Street reactions.

02

Obsess over customers, not competitors.

If you are competitor-focused, you must wait for a rival to move. Customers are never satisfied -

they always want lower prices, wider selection, and faster delivery - so they keep pulling you

forward.

03

Work backwards: write the press release before you build the product.

Amazon drafts the launch announcement and an FAQ first, in the customer's language. If the

release does not excite, the idea is reworked or killed before resources get spent.

04

Failure and invention are inseparable twins.

If you know in advance it will work, it is not an experiment. Bezos calls Amazon 'the best place in the

world to fail' - big winners like Prime and AWS paid for a long string of flops.

05

Sort every decision: is it a one-way door or a two-way door?

Type 1 decisions are consequential and nearly irreversible - make them slowly and carefully. Type 2

decisions can be undone - make them fast, in small groups. Treating Type 2 like Type 1 breeds

slowness and kills invention.

06

Decide with about 70 percent of the information you wish you had - then
disagree and commit.

Waiting for 90 percent usually just means being slow, and being slow is expensive for sure. When

consensus stalls, say 'disagree and commit' and move; course-correct when the facts change.

07
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THE BOOK, IN SHORT

This book is Bezos unfiltered: an introduction by Walter Isaacson, then Part 1, 'The Shareholder

Letters' - Amazon's annual letters from 1997 to 2019, each given a title, from 'It's All About the Long

Term' to 'Scale for Good' - then Part 2, 'Life and Work,' speeches and interviews on everything from

Princeton to space. No outside narrator stands between you and the founder; you watch Amazon's

thinking, in his words, across more than twenty years.

The 1997 letter is the anchor - Bezos reattached it to every letter that followed as a standing

reminder. It declares the operating rules: obsess over customers, make decisions for long-term

market leadership instead of short-term profit, and treat every day as Day 1. The 2016 letter,

'Fending Off Day 2,' spells out the alternative: Day 2 is stasis, followed by irrelevance, excruciating,

painful decline, and death.

The letters build the methods on top of those rules. Work backwards: draft the press release and

FAQ for a product before building it. Keep teams small and autonomous - the famous two-pizza

teams. Replace slide decks with six-page narrative memos read in silence at the start of meetings.

Hire missionaries, not mercenaries, and hold standards extremely high - standards Bezos insists

High standards are teachable - but unrealistic scope will kill them.

Standards spread through exposure and are contagious, yet each new domain must be learned

separately. His example: a proper handstand takes about six months of daily practice, not two

weeks - believing otherwise makes people quit.

08

Ban the slide deck. Write six-page memos instead.

Amazon meetings open in silence while everyone reads a narratively structured six-page memo - 'a

kind of study hall.' Writing in full sentences forces clear thinking before anyone speaks.

09

Be stubborn on vision, flexible on details.

Hold the destination with both hands and change the route freely. Auctions and zShops missed

badly; Bezos stayed stubborn on the Marketplace vision until third-party sellers became half the

business.

10

Wandering is not useless. It is how outsized returns happen.

Straight-line efficiency does not find breakthroughs. Bezos argues intuition, curiosity, and wandering

are the essential counterbalance to efficiency - the biggest results come from exploring paths that

may lead nowhere.

11

Run big life choices through the regret-minimization test.

Leaving his hedge fund job, Bezos pictured himself at 80 looking back: he would not regret trying to

build on the internet and failing, but never trying would have haunted him every day. Minimize

lifelong regrets, then act.

12
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are teachable and contagious, provided leaders coach realistic scope for how hard things actually

are.

Two later letters form a decision-making system. The 2015 letter sorts decisions into Type 1 (one-

way doors: slow down, deliberate) and Type 2 (two-way doors: decide fast and reverse if wrong),

and argues that failure and invention are inseparable twins - big winners pay for many experiments.

The 2016 letter adds high-velocity decision making: decide with roughly 70 percent of the

information you wish you had, and use 'disagree and commit' instead of grinding toward consensus.

The 2018 letter closes the loop: intuition, curiosity, and wandering counterbalance efficiency,

because breakthroughs rarely travel in straight lines.

The speeches add the personal framework. Bezos explains the regret-minimization test behind

leaving a safe finance job - at 80 he would regret never trying, not failing - and tells Princeton's

graduates that cleverness is a gift but kindness is a choice: 'we are what we choose.' Read as one

book, it works as a manual for builders and as a rare primary source - the actual letters investors

read while an online bookstore became a giant.

DO THIS WEEK

This week, pick one project you are planning and write a one-page mock press release announcing it

as if it already succeeded, in words a customer would love. If you cannot make it exciting on paper,

fix the idea now, before you spend anything building it.

Writings by Jeff Bezos, first published in 2020 by Harvard Business Review Press (co-

published with PublicAffairs), with an introduction by Walter Isaacson. The letters run

1997-2019; the closing section covers his life, work, philanthropy, and space ambitions.

Read it for Amazon's playbook straight from the founder.
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