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Experts: Amazon Exposé May
Change Its Corporate Culture
 

By Catherine Skrzypinski  8/20/2015 Permissions
 

Human resources experts say the recent exposé on working conditions at
Amazon could be used by the company as a very public employee
engagement survey, analyzing workers’ feedback and using that
information to improve its culture.

A New York Times Aug. 15, 2015, story
(http://www.nytimes.com/2015/08/16/technology/inside-amazon-
wrestling-big-ideas-in-a-bruising-workplace.html) about the Internet
mega-retailer revealed a backstabbing environment in its Seattle
headquarters among its executive and technical staff, where workers
allegedly team up against colleagues to criticize their performance or
character.
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“[Amazon’s] employees are at a point of disengagement [and] are calling
out their leaders publicly,” said Jason Averbook, CEO of the global
leadership development consultancy The Marcus Buckingham Company
in Minneapolis. “The article may be all about Amazon as a culture, but
there is a fundamental disconnect between employees and their CEO,
[and] more importantly, a disconnect between employees and their team
leaders.”

Amazon CEO and founder Jeff Bezos sent a memo to employees
immediately after the New York Times story was published, according to
technology news site GeekWire (http://www.geekwire.com/2015/full-
memo-jeff-bezos-responds-to-cutting-nyt-expose-says-tolerance-for-
lack-of-empathy-needs-to-be-zero/?
utm_source=API%27s+Need+to+Know+newsletter&utm_campaign=a407b805ea-
Need_to_Know_August_17_20158_17_2015&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_e3bf78af04-
a407b805ea-45815877). He defended the company’s workplace culture,
writing that the story “doesn’t describe the Amazon I know, or the caring
Amazonians I work with every day.”

“But if you know of any stories like those reported, I want you to escalate
to HR,” Bezos’ memo stated. “You can also e-mail me directly at
jeff@amazon.com (mailto:jeff@amazon.com). Even if it’s rare or isolated,
our tolerance for any such lack of empathy needs to be zero.”

It is a company’s HR department that is in a place of significant power to
address employees’ concerns, particularly following communication from
a CEO, said Michelle Lee Flores, a partner practicing employment law in
the Los Angeles office of Cozen O'Conner. “It’s the very reason an HR
department exists,” she added.

But some HR experts question whether Amazon employees would feel
comfortable contacting HR when a workplace dilemma arises.

“It depends on the culture of the company,” explained Cissy Pau, CHRP,
principal consultant at Clear HR Consulting in Vancouver. “Can
[employees] trust their CEO? Do his actions support what he says? HR
cannot force a culture to change; they can convince, explain and give
feedback. HR can’t make changes unless leadership instills [best
practices].”

Dindy Robinson, a human resources leader whose husband works at an
Amazon warehouse in the Dallas-Fort Worth metroplex, said Amazon
has an employee assistance program workers can utilize for stress
management counseling.



But “[Amazon] is institutionalized,” she said. “Their HR department is
not going to be able to change the system because of one employee
complaint.”

If the article about Amazon opened the eyes of the leadership team, then
it may have caused executives to pause and evaluate the opportunities to
improve the employee experience, commented Jacqueline Breslin,
director of human capital services for TriNet, a cloud-based HR company
in San Francisco.

“As Bezos’ letter to Amazon employees is directing them to reach out to
HR, Amazon’s HR team must be empowered to impact change and
ensure employee concerns can be resolved,” she said. “This may be an
incredible opportunity for the HR team to help rewrite the future of the
organization, creating an environment that allows employees to do their
best work while maintaining a high-performance culture.”

Amazon: No Employee Engagement Data

New York Times reporters said they interviewed more than 100 current
and former Amazonians to chronicle a work culture where staff is under
pressure to deliver results. Amazon had 150,000 employees as of January
2015, according to the Puget Sound Business Journal
(http://www.bizjournals.com/seattle/blog/techflash/2015/01/amazons-
headcount-tops-150-000-after-adding.html).

“[The number of people interviewed is] about 0.66 percent of company
employees,” Christopher Byrne, a New York-based consultant, pointed
out. “Statistically, that's not really representative, though it makes a good
story.”

Averbook noted the irony that although Amazon uses data on employees
to improve productivity, the company does not calculate metrics about
the effectiveness of its employee engagement and performance strategies.

“For a metrics-driven organization such as Amazon, it is a shame neither
Bezos nor team leaders across the organization have quality people data
that shows what’s at work in their teams,” Averbook said. “Because of
this dearth of people data, we cannot truly know what their culture is
like. This situation emphasizes the need for reliable, real-time measure of
team-level data for companies of all sizes.”

On the Verge of Burnout



HR specialists say that chronic stress and a lack of work/life balance will
eventually take their toll on overworked employees—and may also
eventually have an impact on a company’s profitability.

Pau added that even when a company is able to sustain high stress levels
indefinitely, people cannot. “It takes a particular personality who can
thrive in a work environment like Amazon’s,” she said. “In a company
where [even the] overachievers feel bad about themselves, Amazon
employees must be strong internally” to withstand that kind of pressure.

Breslin noted that burnout paves the way for employee turnover. “It’s
expensive to recruit and replace employees,” she said. “Work
environments that do not demonstrate an interest in the whole employee
do not attract or retain the best talent.”

There is also an increased risk of injury—and workers’ compensation
claims—because people are tired, when they are not paying proper
attention to their environment, Robinson explained.

“A high-stress environment can be maintained for quite a while in areas
where there is a ready supply of workers and where unemployment is
high,” Robinson added. “With Amazon’s attractive benefits program, it
makes it hard for employees to leave, especially knowing they are not
likely to get benefits as good somewhere else.&rdquo

The New York Times article is a big wake-up call to Amazon leaders,
concluded Averbook. “We will see of more [of this in the] future because
of social media’s impact.”

Catherine Skrzypinski is a freelance writer based in Vancouver.
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