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A view on transformational leadership: The 
case of Jeff Bezos

Abstract: In today’s society, in order to be a successful entrepreneur you must be able to adapt to 
the ever-changing market conditions. To do this, it is important to be able to utilize your resources to their 
maximum potential so as to gain the best results possible. As such, it is important for an entrepreneur to 
have very good leadership skills in order to mobilize his team to achieve the vision of the company. The aim 
of this paper is to highlight the importance of leadership for organizational success in nowadays business 
environment. In particular, the paper focuses on the transformational style of leadership employed by fa-
mous entrepreneur Jeff Bezos that has managed to grow Amazon to the point that it is considered the big-
gest online retailer in the world.  The methodology used is qualitative and is based on the research of second-
ary sources such as articles, books and interviews. The findings show that transformational leadership is a 
key solution that fits the needs of companies finding themselves having not only to strive to survive, but to 
flourish in this fast-paced, ever-changing environment of the business world.
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1. Introduction

The research conducted in the vast and 
topical field of leadership has a long-stand-
ing tradition. It is a field that encompasses 
various approaches and numerous different 
styles (Toma and Marinescu, 2013; Toma, et 
al., 2016; Toma, et al., 2019). As the world is 
changing at a very fast pace and as new chal-
lenges occur in the within the environment, 
companies, institutions, researchers and oth-
er stakeholders are confronted with an easy 
yet complex problem: finding out solutions 
to these challenges with adaptability as the 
focal point and the right person for the job. 
From the leadership’s perspective, the main 
concept surrounding this paper, one ap-
proach proving itself to be efficient is to iden-
tify and fit the right people to their respective 
context so that their role would work out for 
the best. One approach to solving this prob-
lem is to understand that there are multiple 
styles that could be used in order to tackle the 
above mentioned situation. 

This paper is dealing with the study of 
transformational leadership and how it has 
been applied in practice, due to the fact that 
it can be argued that, in practice, this style 
has yielded some of the best results. In or-
der to see this in practice, the paper presents 
an analysis on the case of CEO Jeff Bezos of 
Amazon so as to showcase an example of the 
success this leadership style can provide.

2. Literature review

The concept of leadership is a common 
topic nowadays, studied from multiple per-
spectives and, at the same time, represents 
a very desirable status. The scientific litera-
ture is plentiful and it theorizes about what 
characteristics are needed in order to achieve 

such a dignifying position. Many people 
showed grit and have this powerful driver to 
work hard in order to gain those skills, whilst 
others are naturally talented in this field and 
have relied on their instincts. Whether one is 
born a leader or you can become one is still 
up for debate, one thing that can affirmed 
about leadership is that it is closely linked 
to change and progress. Under the right cir-
cumstances (even though one might sure-
ly argue that circumstances are not always 
given but also created and controlled by a 
person/group/entity), leadership can bring 
about growth at a fast and efficient rate. In 
order to explore this concept in depth, for the 
purpose of this paper, it is important to start 
from defining the concept (leadership) and 
then placing it in context by approaching the 
case of Jeff Bezos and Amazon. 

Leadership can be explained as “the 
ability to anticipate, envision, maintain flex-
ibility, and empower others to create strate-
gic change as necessary” (Hitt, et al., 2001). 
Having established the image that leadership 
builds, it can easily be recognized as one of 
the most important characteristics belong-
ing to an entrepreneur. Peter F. Drucker, 
who is considered to be the founder of mod-
ern management, stated in his work that an 
entrepreneur “always searches for change, 
responds to it, and exploits it as an opportu-
nity” (Drucker, 1985). If one looks at the com-
mon denominator between entrepreneurship 
and leadership, it can be observed that in 
both cases, the method employed is bringing 
about change, usually in an innovative way, 
in order to achieve their goals. A pertinent 
reference to this is the Schumpeterian view 
on creative destruction. When talking about 
this, Joseph Schumpeter says that “situations 
emerge in the process of creative destruction 
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in which many firms may have to perish that 
nevertheless would be able to live on vig-
orously and usefully if they could weath-
er a particular storm.” (Schumpeter and 
Swedberg, 2003). If one would interpret this 
in the context of leadership, the conclusion 
that can be drawn is that a leader must be 
capable of adapting through the whole pro-
cess of change, creation and, when needed, to 
change creation. In order to maintain balance 
and control and, thus, take the correct steps 
in the decision making process, a leader must 
be prepared to use all of the resources avail-
able factoring in rational usage (Puiu, 2016) 
and motivate the people that follow him to 
their maximum potential. Therefore, it can 
be inferred that a leader must possess certain 
qualities in order to better perform.

Before analyzing the characteristics of 
a “good leader”, one must take into consid-
eration that there are multiple leadership 
styles and approaches. If one consults the 
academic literature, they can find that James 
M. Burns, whom is considered an expert on 
leadership studies, has divided leadership 
into two opposing categories back in the year 
1978 (Burns, 1978); these are transactional 
leadership and transformational leadership. 
When it comes to the first case, the leaders 
are seeking out from the followers a form 
of cooperation that is based on an exchange 
and then this relationship is monitored as it 
progresses. On the other hand, we have the 
transformational leadership style, where the 
followers are encouraged and inspired to see 
past their own self-interest in order to achieve 
a greater vision. (Gao, et al., 2020) 

Transactional leadership is much more 
task oriented and is associated with a hard 
leadership approach, often to the point of 
putting pressure in order to obtain the results 

necessary. Nowadays, it can be observed that 
the transformational leadership style is pre-
ferred by organizations in order to encourage 
a higher level of development and thus it can 
even end up translating into competitive ad-
vantage. For this to be possible, a more soft 
leadership approach needs to be employed 
and the skills that go along with it. This is be-
cause an important part of leadership is the 
ability to empower others as can be noted in 
the definition given in the above section.

In order to be considered a “soft leader”, 
one “must communicate with an emphasis on 
soft skills; make decisions by blending your 
head, heart and gut; and take action keeping 
the ground realities and goals in your view 
without compromising task orientation” 
(Rao, 2016). There are eleven characteristics 
that are associated with this approach in 
leadership as follows: “character, charisma, 
conscience, conviction, courage, communica-
tion, compassion, commitment, consistency, 
consideration and contribution” (Rao, 2016). 
Not all leaders possess all of these character-
istics, but it is considered important to have 
at least part of these skills in order to become 
successful. A good example is Sam Walton, 
the founder of Wal-Mart (Catană, et al., 2020).

Alongside recognizing the skills neces-
sary to be a leader, it is also important to take 
into account some of the main challenges that 
leaders must face and overcome. There is no 
path in this world with lack of challenges. 
When it comes to leadership, one must un-
derstand context and content. The world is 
evolving at a fast rate and many businesses 
rise and fall just as quickly if they do not learn 
to adapt to the ever-changing market condi-
tions. “This trend of constant change requires 
businesses to transform themselves funda-
mentally in order to survive and prosper in 
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a challenging new economy. Transformation 
implies change in the way business is con-
ducted, in the way people perform their 
contribution to the organization, and in the 
way the organization perceives and manages 
its vital assets, which are increasingly built 
around the key assets of intellectual capital 
and knowledge” (Botha, et al., 2014). 

“Transformational leaders are true and 
trusted leaders” (Ferguson, 2020) who usually 

apply a simple set of principles (Figure 1) 
when bringing “ethical, attitudinal, and pro-
cess changes to followers” (Khan, et al., 2020) 
and, thus, affecting the creativity and perfor-
mance of their employees (Udin, Riyadh and 
Dananjoyo, 2020); Jeff Bezos is making an art 
out of these principles. 

In order to cope with the need of con-
stant change, some organizations have em-
ployed the organizational agility strategy, 
defined as a “combination of flexibility, 
nimbleness and speed” (Singh, et al., 2013), 
enabling them “to survive and achieve their 
competitive advantage” (Saha, 2017). This is 
because studies have shown that this type 
of approach can lead to a higher percent-
age of success: “research conducted by the 

Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) 
suggests that agile organizations grew rev-
enue 37% faster and generated 30% higher 
profit than non-agile ones” (Roux & Härtel, 
2018). Roux and Härtel also emphasise the 
importance of using a leadership style that 
encourages all the participants to have ini-
tiative and behave like a leader in order to 
achieve maximum potential. This argument 
shows that a transformational leadership 

Figure 1: Transformational leadership set of principles in the case of Jeff Bezos

Source: (Hegar, 2012)
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style approach would be the most useful in 
order to obtain the wanted results.

3. Research methodology

In order to arrive at the aim of the pa-
per, the research methodology was based on 
a quantitative method. For the literature re-
view, the use of electronic databases contain-
ing various books and scientific articles from 
the field of business, leadership and psychol-
ogy has been adopted in order to reach vari-
ous source materials in order to study what 
leadership is, and what characteristics and 
challenges it presents. A secondary objective 
was to synthesize all the information pre-
sented by highlighting the main characteris-
tics present in the case of Jeff Bezos and the 
rise of Amazon as a company, in order to find 
the relevant key features that emphasize the 
research objectives of the paper. Finally, the 
conclusion presents the results that were ob-
tained following this analysis

4. Results and discussions

Jeff Bezos, the world’s richest man 
(Ivanovici, 2020), is the CEO of Amazon and 
has managed to grow his company from a 
simple online book store to one of the biggest 
online retailers of the world. Many have at-
tributed his success to his leadership style. 
He has a few key principles that he abides to 
in order to continue his development as the 
leader of his business. 

First of all, he places a lot of emphasis 
on customer satisfaction, and whilst to many 
it seems that a CEO would have other high-
er priorities to attend to, Jeff Bezos manages 
to create a customer oriented environment 
through his leadership style. He created 
small teams in order to focus on individual 

tasks and problems so as to enable better 
communication, a more efficient way to iden-
tify the problems (easier and faster) and, at 
the same time, it helped eliminate the hier-
archy system that is usually associated with 
such big organizations. The teams also have 
as motivation a healthy competitive environ-
ment that promotes the development of the 
organization. By delegating such tasks to his 
teams, the CEO shows a high level of trust to-
wards his employees and, thus, gives them a 
certain feeling of empowerment that will mo-
tivate them to perform at their best (Denning, 
2018).

Another characteristic to be pointed out 
about Jeff Bezos and his leadership style is 
the agility and almost aggression with which 
he has approached the growth of his compa-
ny: “Amazon is known as a demanding place 
to work. It’s not for everyone. You could say 
the company is ‘aggressive.’ Aggressive for 
results – that is, the right types of results. 
Aggressive for people to produce and have 
mastery of their domain. Aggressive for 
teams and leaders to achieve the impossible: 
perfection.” (Denning, 2019)

It is important to note that the focus 
that Jeff Bezos places on empowering and 
encouraging his staff to continuously push 
themselves to develop is consistent with the 
essence of the transformational leadership 
style and this makes it easier to see and un-
derstand the role that it played in Amazon’s 
success as a company. To this day, the com-
pany continues to employ this style of leader-
ship in order to continue its growth.

Amazon’s CEO proves he complies to 
the seven principles of transformational lead-
ership (Hegar, 2012) as follows:

Simplification: he not only articulates 
but also applies a clear transformational 
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vision, his team (company) knowing their di-
rection ever since they have been founded in 
their pursuit to become Earth’s most custom-
er-centric company (Andrés, 2017).

Motivation: getting people on board 
and gaining their devotion is also reflect-
ed in their famous internal motto is “Work 
hard. Have fun. Make history.” (Huddleston, 
2019). “One of his gifts, his colleagues said, 
was being able to drive and motivate his em-
ployees without getting overly attached to 
them personally.” (Stone, 2013)

Facilitation: the discovery-driven leader 
sees the world as a platform for learning and 
conveys conveying this to his team members, 
empowering them with prerequisites such as 
access to knowledge bases (Chambers, 2020)

Innovation: among Amazon’s four core 
principles connected to how they operate, 
there is “nurturing passion for invention”. 
Thus, Jeff Bezos tries to “foster a culture of 
innovation and invention” (Amazon, 2020).

Mobilization: a role suitable for a trans-
formational leader is to empower other lead-
ers and participants; when facing a turmoil 
“in the distribution centers, he started to 
rely on a young executive named Jeff Wilke, 
whose cerebral and occasionally impatient 
management style mirrored his own”. He 
also remembers “the famous Carnegie’s 

principle of assembling the appropriate team 
to get the job done empowering and equip-
ping qualified team players” (Andrés, 2017)

Preparation: Jeff Bezos never ceases to 
learn and he instills this attitude in his em-
ployees, pushing them to be “infinite stu-
dents” (Andrés, 2017).

Determination: It is important to have 
tenacity to such an extent to which you 
should cross great barriers in order to achieve 
your goal. Then, it is easy for your employees 
to see that hard work does indeed pay off. 
Amazon’s employees learned this through 
the Get Big Fast motto because “the bigger 
the company got, (...) the quicker the compa-
ny grew, the more territory it could capture 
in what was becoming the race to establish 
new brands on the digital frontier. Bezos 
preached urgency: the company that got the 
lead now would likely keep it, and it could 
then use that lead to build a superior service 
for customers. Of course, that meant every-
one at Amazon would have to work even 
harder.” (Stone, 2013)

Jeff Bezos’s “charismatic” transforma-
tional leadership abilities are breathed in 
Amazon’s approach in the business world 
(Figure 2).

Figure 2: The three big idea cocktail at Amazon with Jeff Bezos

Source: Adaption from Jeff Bezos’s interviews (Cassel, 2017; Delroeux, 2019)



99Creativity and innovation in current management

No. 31 ~ 2020

REFERENCES:

1. Amazon, 2020. How we operate. [onilne] Available at: < https://www.aboutamazon.co.uk/uk-invest-
ment/our-principles-for-how-we-operate> [Accessed 20 September 2020]

2. Andrés, de F., 2017. Jeff Bezos: The best living transformational leader as example. LinkedIn, [on-
line] Available at: < https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/jeff-bezos-best-living-transformational-leader-
f%C3%A9lix-de-andr%C3%A9s/> [Accessed 21 September 2020]

3. Botha, A., Kourie, D. and Snyman, R., 2014. Coping with continuous change in the business environ-
ment: knowledge management and knowledge management technology. Oxford-England: Chandos 
Publishing.

4. Burns, J. M., 1978. Leadership. New York: Harper & Row.

5. Cassel, Ian. 2017. Jeff Bezos speaks on Thinking Long-Term, Customer Focus, and Innovation. [online] 
Available at < https://community.intelligentfanatics.com/t/jeff-bezos-speaks-on-thinking-long-term-cus-
tomer-focus-and-innovation/271> [Accessed 21 September 2020]

6. Catană, Ș., Grădinaru, C. and Toma, S.-G., 2020. Sam Walton, a visionary entrepreneur. Network Intel-
ligence Studies, 16, pp. 113-117.  

7. Chambers, L. Transformational Leadership: Inspire and Motivate Like Jeff Bezos and Bill Gates. [online] 
Available at <https://leechambers.org/transformational-leadership-inspire-and-motivate-like-jeff-bezos-
and-bill-gates/> [Accessed 22 September 20200]

8. Denning, S., 2018. The role of the C-suite in agile transformation: the case of amazon. Strategy & Leader-
ship, 46(6), pp. 14-21.

9. Denning, S., 2019. How Amazon practices the three laws of agile management. Strategy & Leadership, 
47(5), pp. 36-41.

10. Drucker, P. F., 1985. Innovation and Entrepreneurship: Practice and Principles. New York: Harper & 
Row.

11. Gao, R., Murphy, W. H. and Anderson, R. E., 2020. Transformational leadership effects on salespeople’s 
attitudes, striving, and performance. Journal of Business Research, Volume 110, pp. 237-245.

12. Guillaume Delroeux, 2019. Jeff Bezos On Customer Obsession & Long Term Think. [video online] Avail-
able at: < https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ctoEOdJxzE4> [Accessed 20 September 2020]

13. Hegar, K.W., 2011. Modern Human Relations at Work. Mason: South Western Cengage Learning

5. Conclusions

Transformational leadership is one of 
the most compatible solutions to the fast 
pace environment of the business world and 
it allows for a much more easy and fast de-
velopment in the ever-changing market. 
This leadership style allows entrepreneurs 
to adapt to the competition and better fulfil 

the needs of the customers whilst creating a 
healthy work environment. This paper has 
allowed a theoretical framework to be built 
in order to showcase the concept of trans-
formational leadership and how Jeff Bezos 
has applied this leadership style in order to 
achieve his success. Further research may be 
conducted to compare between transforma-
tional leaders around the world.



100 Creativity and innovation in current management

No. 31 ~ 2020

14. Hitt, M., Ireland, R. and Hoskisson, R., 2001. Strategic management: Competitiveness and globalization. 
4th ed. Cincinnati: South-Western College Publishing.

15. Huddleston, Tom Jr, 2019. Jeff Bezos: Making this 1 choice is the key to success, CNBC, [online] Avail-
able at: <https://www.cnbc.com/2019/02/20/amazon-ceo-jeff-bezos-this-choice-is-the-key-to-success.
html> [Accessed 23 September 2020]

16. Ivanovici, E., 2020. După ce averea lui Jeff Bezos a crescut cu 13 miliarde de dolari într-o singură zi, 
cel mai bogat om al planetei valorează mai mult decât Nike, McDonald’s, Starbucks şi IBM. Ziarul Fi-
nanciar, [online] 26 July. Available at: <https://www.zf.ro/business-international/dupa-ce-averea-lui-jeff-
bezos-a-crescut-cu-13-miliarde-de-dolari-19436170> [Accessed 20 September 2020].

17. Khan, N.A., Khan, A.N., Soomro, M.A. & Khan, S.K., 2020. Transformational leadership and civic virtue 
behavior: Valuing act of thriving and emotional exhaustion in the hotel industry. Asia Pacific Manage-
ment Review, pp.1-10.

18. Puiu, A., 2016. Rational Usage Of Natural Resources - A Priority Strategy Of the Romanian Economy. 
Management Strategies Journal, Constantin Brâncoveanu University, 31(1), pp. 151-154

19. Rao, M. S., 2016. Hard versus soft leadership ― examples and illustrations. Strategic HR Review, 15(4).

20. Roux, M. and Härtel, C. E. J., 2018. The Cognitive, Emotional, and Behavioral Qualities Required for 
Leadership Assessment and Development in the New World of Work. In: L. Petitta, C. E. J. Härtel, 
N. M. Ashkanasy ans W. J. Zerbe, eds. Individual, Relational, and Contextual Dynamics of Emotions. 
s.l.:Emerald Group Publishing, pp. 59-69.

21. Saha, N., Gregar, A. and Saha, P., 2017. Organizational agility and KM strategy: Are they the effective 
tool for achieving sustainable organizational excellence? New Trends and Issues Proceedings on Hu-
manities and Social Sciences, 4(10), 110–117.

22. Schumpeter, J. A. & Swedberg, R., 2003. Capitalism, Socialism and Democracy. New York: Routledge.

23. Singh, J., Sharma, G., Hill, J. and Schnackenberg, A., 2013. Organizational agility: What it is, what it is 
not, and why it matters. Academy of Management Proceedings, p. 11813.

24. Stone, B., 2013. The everything store: Jeff Bezos and the age of Amazon. 1st ed. New York: Little, Brown 
and Company.

25. Toma, S.-G. and Marinescu, P., 2013. Steve Jobs and modern leadership. Manager, 17, pp. 260-269. 

26. Toma, S.-G., Marinescu, P. and Constantin, I., 2016. Carlos Ghosn, a leader par excellence. Manager, 24, 
pp. 191-198.

27. Toma, S.-G., Marinescu, P., Constantin, I. and Costea, D., 2019. Beyond charismatic leadership: The case 
of Jack Ma. Manager, 29, pp. 99-105.

28. Udin, U., Riyadh, H.A. and Dananjoyo, R., 2020. Transformational Leadership And Employee Perfor-
mance: A Literature Review. International Journal of Advanced Science and Technology, 29(9s), pp. 
2291-2299


