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Modern workplace: Amazon success during Covid-19 pandemic



Introduction
It is the aim of any business organisation to constantly make and increase its profits and expand its market share. In other words, although there may be other reasons given for the existence of a business, profitability is the core factor the survival. However, not all businesses survive to maturity, and others cannot make it during challenging economic times or transitional periods. For those that survive and continue being profitable, the secret is in the organisational culture, structure, and behaviours. This is the case of Amazon, which has been on an upward trajectory since it was started, and during the Covid-19 crisis period, it was one of the businesses that made huge profits. For example, within the first quarter of 2021, its sales increased by 44% and profits by 220% compared to the same period the previous year. Reports have shown that online shopping increased during the pandemic and thus increased sales at Amazon. However, this paper will show that although the shift to online shopping contributed to Amazon’s excellent performance during the pandemic, most of the credit goes to the company’s culture, structure and ability to implement change.
Furthermore the success of the organisation is highly dependent on the applied leadership and managerial work. Amazon’s founder Jeff Bezos is a bright example of a person that can have a great leadership ability mixed with a strong management approach.

Overview of Amazon
Back in 1994 Jeff Bezos started Amazon as an online books’ marketplace, and it has since grown into a multinational organisation with an extensive portfolio of retail products, digital streaming, cloud computing, and artificial intelligence. Amazon’s headquarters are in Seattle, Washington, United States, and operates in most parts of the world. As of 2020, the company revenue was approximately US$386 billion and more than 1.2 million employees. 

Company culture and behaviours
Organisational culture is a collection of practices, expectations, and values that define the behaviours and actions of the organisation’s members (Barling. and Cooper, 2008). It includes how members interact among themselves and with the external stakeholders (Barling. and Cooper, 2008). It is critical because it influences how customers perceive the company and the employees’ motivation and intention to stay. In that regard, Amazon’s culture has played a significant role in its successful performance during the pandemic. 
From its onset as a publicly-traded company, it stated that its culture is about customer-centrism. As part of its mission, it has stated that it “strives to be Earth’s most customer-centric company, best employer and safest place to work on Earth.” (Amazon, n.d). Therefore, the company’s focus on customers did not start during the covid-19 crisis, but it has been its core culture since its foundation. 
Customer obsession is the topmost principle in the company. The company starts its operations from the customer and then works backward (AboutAmazon, 2022). The aim is to earn and maintain customers’ trust since the customers keep the organisation in business. It is added that the company’s leadership does not ignore competitors, but its main focus is the customer (AboutAmazon, 2022). It means that, in line with customer obsession, Amazon has an undocumented principle of operational excellence whereby employees perform their optimum, and the customers see the outcomes. However, as earlier noted, it starts by understanding the market and what the customers want and then working on it. 
According to Adair (2009) leadership is critical in shaping a company’s culture. It is organisational leadership that makes a company stand out in an industry even when the firm is in similar times, sharing the same environment and utilizing similar technologies as competitors (Schein, (2010). In this case, Jeff Bezos is the person behind Amazon’s success culture that enabled the company to survive the bursting of the dot.com bubble and, recently, the covid-19 crisis. He has played a critical role to solidify and extend Amazon’s brand and customer base. Notably the culture and organsiational structure must align in order to be achieved success. One evidence of Jeff Bezos’ efforts to achieve this goal is the signature 1997 letter to shareholders, which has been accompanying every annual report of the company. One of the statements from that letter is that “You can work long, hard, or smart, but at Amazon.com you can’t choose two out of three” (Amazon, n.d.). It implies that Amazon, through its leader, has always insisted on a culture of hard and smart work. This includes “long work” as the statement indicates. Reports have it that Amazon workers have been working for long hours during the pandemic due to increased customer orders (Harris, 2020). The warehouse (fulfilment centre) workers have been the most affected as one article in the Guardian reported that at the pick of the pandemic, pickers could move an average of 360 items an hour working from 7.15 am to 5.45 pm (Harris, 2020). This is both a positive and negative aspect, but at the end of the day, it is one of the features of Amazon’s culture that has contributed to its high performance amid the covid-19 pandemic. 
Other aspects of Amazon’s culture that have made huge profits during the covid-19 crisis are long-term thinking and innovation. Looking again at the 1997 letter to the shareholders by Jeff Bezos, it is clear that he had “seen” the future of business and customer behaviours and thus encouraged company members to be innovative and think in the long term. In the letter, he states, “…this is day 1 for the internet and if we execute well…online commerce saves customers money and time…” (Amazon, n.d.). He adds that Amazon utilises “the internet to create real value for customers”, through personalisation and convenience (Amazon, n.d.). The same letter insists on focusing on the long-term. It implies through long-term focus culture; the company was anticipating that e-commerce would rival brick-and-mortar businesses at one time. There was no better time than this became true as during the Covid-19 pandemic. Organisations such as UNCTAD have shown that covid-19 accelerated a surge in e-commerce (UN News, 2021) and some customers have decided to do their shopping online permanently (Morgan, 2020). As the physical stores were experiencing low sales dues to lockdowns and movement restrictions, Amazon was reaping big. All this is because, even though Amazon leadership could not have predicted the covid-19 pandemic, at least the company’s long-term-looking culture had readied the company for such a situation.
 
Amazon structure
Organisational structure impacts the efficiency and adaptability of a company in different environments. Unlike organisational culture, which comprises intrinsic aspects, organisational structure is extrinsic and comprises factors that influence the behaviours of the organisation’s members from outside (Barling and Cooper, 2008). It includes formal confines created through authority distribution, division of labour, how units are grouped, and activities coordinated in the organisation. Studies such as Maduenyi et al. (2015). have shown organisational structure to impact a company’s performance. It implies that depending on the structure, company’s performance can be favorable or undesirable. Moreover a structure that can be suitable for one business may not be favorable for another. That is why certain industries are associated with certain type of structure Mullins (2013).  In the case of Amazon, it is clear that the structure has been advantageous. Notably, the company’s overall structure is hierarchical, but it has aspects of geographical and functional structures. A hierarchical structure is sensible with more than one million employees and a global presence. However, the geographic divisions and functional structure aspects have made the company achieve high performance during the pandemic. For example, the company was able to utilise its regional divisions to meet the customers' demands in the respective regions. Moreover, the company’s structure has allowed it to be flexible and adapt to changes in the environment.  
Amazon has been involved in disruptive innovation, promoted by its structure and visionary leadership. As part of the company’s structure, there are multiple small teams dealing with different aspects. Therefore, when the pandemic hit, the company was flexible enough to adapt and reap benefits from the situation. The small teams at Amazon are known as “two-pizza” teams, meaning that they are composed of members who cannot eat beyond two pizzas (approximately six members) (Hern, 2018). Small teams are essential for Amazon's success because there is quick decision-making and fewer distractions.
Moreover, the small teams’ structure promotes innovation and problem-solving, thus success in the long run. In the same vein, according to Ahlback et al. (2017), companies with agile team designs have a 1.5 times likelihood of outperforming other financially. This has been the case with Amazon; the small teams made quick decisions to dedicate a specific proportion of the business to personal protective equipment (PPEs) and other essential products during the pandemic (Harris, 2020). 

Behavioural approach and Amazon’s high sales and profit
Employee behaviours influence their productivity and thus the performance of an organisation. Therefore, the management must promote the appropriate behaviours in the organisation to achieve the best performance financially and non-financially (Boddy, 2008). There are several behavioural management approaches, but all end up at employee motivation and performance. Having noted that, there is evidence that Amazon’s sales and profit are associated with the behaviours of the employees or something that the management has done to influence the workers’ behaviours. Intrinsic and extrinsic motivators influence the behaviours. At Amazon, extrinsic motivators play a significant role in the performance of its employees. For example, warehouse employees were added $2 per hour during the pandemic (Faulkner, 2021). 
According to Maslow’s hierarchy of needs model, individuals’ basic needs must be met before they start yearning for needs at the top of the hierarchy (Huczynski, 2008). Therefore, Amazon management understood this; thus, money to meet basic needs has been a major motivator for the lower-level employees. This is why they could employ extra warehouse and other lower-level employees to meet the high demand of products at the fulfilment centres (Amazon Annual Report 2021). This way, the company became more efficient and thus made more sales during the pandemic. However, it is noted that despite the company having high turnover rates for low-level employees, it has been attracting more employees. Its constantly high number of employees evidences this. In addition, looking at rating and review sites such as Indeed and Glassdoor, there are several negative reviews. Still, the overall rating is high, indicating that the majority of the employees are satisfied working at Amazon. 
Amazon encourages breakneck competition among members and teams and has a very aggressive culture that can be discouraging for employees. However, from another perspective, it can be seen that it is a strategy by the company to have the best employees by encouraging them to be innovative and perform their best to survive in the company. This is one aspect that has shaped the employees behaviours and consequently the company’s performance. At the same time, a leader’s behaviour influences the bahviour of the subordinates. This is in line with social learning theory which states that individuals adopt what they constantly observe others close to them doing. Therefore, leaders' and employees behaviours at Amazon are influenced by Jeff Bezos. It may not be clear whether the company’s huge sales and profits during the pandemic result from competitive behaviour instilled by Jeff Bezos. 

Conclusion
Amazon is one the companies that exemplary performance during the covid-19 pandemic when others were at their lowest. This performance is contributed by the company’s structure, cultures, and behaviours. The company’s customer-centric and long-term thinking cultures that have existed since its inception are the driving force for its performance during the covid-19 crisis. The agile structure involving small autonomous teams has enabled the company to adapt to the covid-19 environment and make huge profits easily. Moreover, apart from the company investing in internet technology and taking advantage of a situation that forced many people to shop online, its leadership has played a significant role in its success. The company’s leadership and, in particular, Jeff Bezos have influenced the company's competitive and aggressive behaviours, which have played a major role in its success despite being criticised for having a toxic work environment.  
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