Why Bezos Bought a Newspaper

Idea In Short

Read surprising deals through multiple theses rather than one headline. The Washington
Post purchase blends value investing, a genuine respect for long-form journalism, billionaire
pet-project vanity and business model experimentation. Private ownership buys the
breathing room short-term markets refuse to grant.

Not Your Typical Buyer

Jeff Bezos was never a typical executive. Valedictorian of his high school class, summa cum
laude in electrical engineering from Princeton and a former hedge fund manager, he started
an online bookstore and grew it into the largest online retailer.1 He took Amazon public in the
1990s knowing profitability lay years away, and somehow convinced investors to wait until
2001 for the first profit. So when this particular buyer spent 250 million dollars of his own
money on a newspaper across the country, the deal deserved analysis rather than a shrug.
At first glance it made little sense: why would the king of electronic books, whose company
helped disrupt print media, buy the flagship paper of the capital? Four theses explain it
better than any single one.

Thesis One: Investment

The value case was stronger than headlines suggested. Newspaper revenue declines were
slowing, meaning things were getting worse less quickly, hardly a rosy outlook and yet the
kind of curve value investors watch. Berkshire Hathaway had recently invested more than
140 million dollars in newspapers, and the Boston Globe sold to the owner of the Red Sox for
70 million dollars, roughly 4 percent of its early-1990s price. Distressed assets attract
patient capital, and few buyers are more patient. A purchase equal to about 1 percent of net
worth also carries option-like economics: modest downside, meaningful upside if a business

model emerges.

Thesis Two: Journalism
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The buyer genuinely likes to read, and the culture he built proves it. PowerPoint is
essentially banned at Amazon, where senior executive meetings begin with up to 30 minutes
of silent, communal reading of printed six-page memos. His explanation: full sentences are
harder to write, and there is no way to compose a narratively structured memo without clear
thinking. A man who runs meetings on essays has an intellectual affinity for a newspaper.
His letter to Post employees reinforced the respect, promising that the paper's values
needed no changing, that its duty would remain to readers rather than owners' private
interests, and that journalism plays a critical role in a free society, with the hometown paper
of the capital especially important.2

Thesis Three: Vanity, Priced Sensibly

Never underestimate ego. Wealthy people collect pet projects, and this buyer already
owned a space company, Blue Origin, among other interests.3 The Post was losing roughly
50 million dollars a year, and while he would want to stem the losses, no concrete plan
appeared to exist at purchase. Investment bankers had only recently begun shopping the
property. Vanity explains the willingness; the 1-percent-of-net-worth price explains the
prudence. A pet project bounded at that scale is a hobby with an income statement, not a
threat to the empire.

Thesis Four: Business Model Laboratory

Amazon had already disrupted more than a dozen industries, its breadth visible in the long
list of properties from shoes to film databases to cloud services. Content distribution was
consolidating around players like Netflix and premium cable while distributors raced into
content creation. Exclusive newspaper access for device owners would add differentiation
against rival ecosystems. And the capital's newspaper carries a further, more cynical angle:
legislative issues such as mandatory state sales tax collection mattered enormously to the
retailer, making proximity to Washington coverage strategically interesting. To the paper's
credit, it covered that very conspiracy theory about its new owner immediately, keeping its
feisty spirit intact.

What Executives Can Borrow

The deal offers three transferable disciplines for any acquirer. First, size bets against the
balance sheet so that failure is survivable, because a bounded downside converts a risky
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purchase into an affordable experiment. Second, buy where your existing strengths
compound, since a technology operator acquiring a content producer brings distribution,
subscription mechanics and customer data that previous owners lacked. Third, state your
intentions to the acquired organization in writing on day one, as the employee letter did,
because talent decides whether to stay during the first week of uncertainty. Most acquisition
premiums die in that first week. A credible promise about values and independence, kept
visibly, protects the very asset being purchased.

The Long Game Underneath

The common thread across all four theses is time horizon. Taking the paper private created
breathing room for management and editors to make longer-term decisions, invest properly
and take tough calls without quarterly punishment. The buyer had long criticized Wall
Street's short-sightedness, and his stated formula traveled with him: long-term thinking,
customer obsession and willingness to invent. Precedent supported the pattern, from pricing
e-readers at a loss to win the book market, to six unprofitable years en route to scale.

Analysts should also note what the deal was not. It was not a portfolio company slotted into
an existing conglomerate structure, and it was not a synergy play with published cost
targets. The absence of a stated plan, unusual for a buyer of this discipline, signaled that
optionality itself was the strategy: acquire a scarce asset cheaply, stabilize its finances,
experiment with digital distribution and decide the endgame later. Optionality is a legitimate
acquisition thesis when the price is low enough, and it rarely survives a spreadsheet that
demands year-three synergies.

The deal's final lesson is about surprise itself. Genuine surprises grow rare, and this one
was completely unexpected, brave and a little cool, which is often what leadership looks like
from outside. When a sophisticated operator does something the market finds inexplicable,
the productive response is not dismissal but multi-thesis analysis, because the inexplicable
move usually makes sense on a time horizon the market refuses to hold.

e 1Jeff Bezos

* 2The Washington Post
e 3Blue Origin
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Summary

The Post acquisition rewards multi-thesis analysis: a value bet as newspaper declines
slowed, a reader's respect for rigorous journalism, an affordable pet project at 1 percent of
net worth and a business model laboratory. Long-term thinking, customer obsession and
invention traveled with the buyer.
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