Our task is to evaluate Amazon’s competitive strategy, using our earlier strategic analysis and criteria from the course material. Corporate strategy is about where an organization wants to operate, in Amazon's case Bezos's decision to sell books over the internet. Competitive strategy is how a firm competes in the market. 

I have chosen Porter’s generic strategies (cited in OU 2009) because they were intended for looking at competitive strategy and it is a good start in trying to identify the chosen strategy. Porter described three generic strategies (cost leadership, differentiation and focus) in terms of two variables. Firms either try to be low-cost or have a unique offering (NB low cost is not the same as low price). Additionally they compete either broadly (across the entire industry space) or narrowly (a specific market segment).   These strategies are described as 'generic' because they can be applied regardless of the industry

Porter's Generic strategies

	
	Low cost
	Unique offering

	Broad spectrum
	Cost leadership
	Differentiation

	Narrow segment
	Focus (low cost)
	Focus (differentiation)


Porter acknowledged in his work, that some firms could be 'stuck in the middle'. This could be from trying to follow two competitive strategies simultaneously (e.g. low cost and differentiation) or being unable to properly compete. 

The two choices suggest a binary state for each factor, but the reality is that there is a subjective range of choice. Companies could compete in 95% of the range of their industry,  but does that make them narrow because it isn't 100%? Similarly companies exist to maximise shareholder value, so they should be pursuing low cost, but also have unique selling points to make customers choose their offering over their competition's. That said Porter's strategies are useful for indicating to staff where the emphasis should be if trade-offs are required. 

In Amazon's case there is difficulty in deciding what the industry is that compete in, if they are competing at all. Amazon could be compared to online retailers, multi-product offline companies like Borders or catalogue retailers.  Amazon is a big idea, which Bezos writes large. It works on the premise that people want to buy things online. Amazon starts with books because Bezos calculates that it has the best profit margin of the potential products. This means that Amazon are not consciously following traditional competitive strategies, although one does emerge as a pattern after some time. 

Looking at Amazon as a bookseller they are firmly stuck in the middle, attempting both differentiation and low cost. They have a broad range of titles (over a million) and work to just in time delivery, keeping their costs down by small inventory. As their business develops they continue to replicate this model in each new field that they expand into, CDs, video, etc. However the change to multiple products also brings with it a pattern change from a cost leadership to one of a perceived unique offering, built on their customer focus. They still have a strong low cost element, but this is not where the emphasis lies.  
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