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Part 1: Group Analysis

Group analysis of the Amazon.com case study as represented in the finalised wikis (2500 words, Not included in this document)

Part 2: Critical assessment of the analysis

Write a critical assessment of the entire tutor group analysis of the Amazon.com case study (to include the external, internal and stakeholder analyses and the corporate and competitive analyses). Your answer should be presented in an essay form and provide a clear assessment of the whole tutor group analysis not just the parts you were directly involved in creating. (1500 words)

Part 3: Evidencing your contribution to your groups

Write a short narrative/summary, including evidence, of your participation in Stages 2 and 3 of the group process of Block 4. Your answer should include both the narrative/summary of your participation and your evidence, as well as a critical reflection on your role(s). (500 words)

Part 4: Reflecting on group decision making

Using your experience of producing a group analysis of the Amazon.com case study and drawing on decision making theory from Block 3, Unit 6, write a short reflective piece highlighting aspects of the decision-making process within the group. 

(500 words)

2,560 (out of 2,500) words (including in text citations, excluding references)

Part 2 

Introduction

This is a critical view of the collaborative analysis of the Amazon.com case study (covering external, internal environment, stakeholders, corporate & competitive strategies as they were in 2002). These analyses were conducted in stages and the group was sub-divided into three teams for stage 2, and two teams for stage 3. I shall look at the each of the five parts, commenting on the tools used and whether or not I concur with the conclusions. 

External Environment

Team A, of which I was part, looked at the external environment using Fahey & Narayanan's PESTEL model for the far environment and Porter's Five Forces for the near environment (Akov et al, 2011). The output of this group analysis was a matrix showing Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats (SWOT). The tools used and the format of the output was directed by the question.  None of the original analysis appears in the 500 word wiki but there are clear references that show it has been used to draw conclusions. Two tools were rejected; strategic group analysis from insufficient data (we were looking at a US centric view from almost a decade ago) and competitor analysis because we knew that the competitive strategy was part of the next stage. 

The models used 

Porter's Five Forces has several acknowledged limitations quoted in the course material (OU,2009A,pg.36-41). In this case, principal drawbacks were that:

· each category (e.g. suppliers) is seen as homogeneous rather than multifarious. This could be overcome by looking at players in each category individually;

· it isn't clear what industry Amazon.com operated in, making analysis of industry rivalry troublesome. Possibly a way round this is to draw the boundaries of the 'industry' widely enough to accommodate all the activities of Amazon and its key rivals. 

· Barriers to entry were viewed narrowly by some analysts (Kemp, 2011a), however his analyst failure rather than model failure because Porter (2008) is clear that this is a framework to allow the analyst to identify what is happening in the industry.

The course material (OU 2009A, pg.18) describes PEST/STEP as a method for analysing the general external operating environment, originally by Aguilar (1967) and developed by Fahey & Narayanan (1986). The problem in this case was that analysis was conducted by three people working independently on two factors each.  Johnson et al state that “... it will be the combined effect of just some of these separate factors that will be so important, rather than all of the factors separately.” This made it difficult to ensure that there was group buy-in to conclusions, because some individual work wasn't relevant. However firm conclusions were drawn based on the outputs of the individual analyses (taking PESTEL as a whole). Given my direct involvement in drawing together these conclusions I agree with them. 

The internal environment

Team B looked at the internal environment in terms of resources and capabilities. They used  Grant's (2008) framework for linking resources and capabilities, activity mapping and value chain analysis (Porter,1996) to draw up their SWOT table. Much material has been cut to fit the 500 word limit, so the final wiki doesn't have a clear linkage between the analysis and the presented SWOT matrix, nor is there much explanation of the contents of the matrix. The conclusions follow the SWOT matrix and are internally supported within the wiki. 

The choice of tools is reasonable, when looking at internal environment the RBV gives you a mechanism to try and understand what the key resources are that give you the competitive edge required for advantage. Activity mapping and value chain analysis are both about understanding how these resources are used and identification of the intangible activities that help drive value. A combination of several tools is more likely to ensure that the weaknesses inherent in any particular tool are mitigated by the other tools. 

On the whole I agree with the conclusions, the identification of Amazon's strengths are the same as those identified by other analyses, principally Team A in stage 2 and both teams in stage 3. 

Stakeholders

Team C looked at Amazon.com's stakeholders and categorised them by stakeholder power and salience using the work of Mitchell (1997) & Preble (2005) as presented in the course material. The process was one of looking at each stakeholder group and identifying whether it was a primary or secondary stakeholder, how they were likely to affect Amazon (presented as a SWOT table) and their power and salience (these latter two not being defined in the wiki). One of the main pitfalls of any stakeholder analysis is in treating all stakeholder groups as homogeneous, where there may be sub-groups within the main groups (as with Porter's five forces above). 

The group appear to use all available tools. While this usefully tests the full range of material it doesn't leave much room for detailed analysis of whether (and how) to engage the stakeholders. The diagrams presented, while referencing Amazon specifically, look generic. 

Corporate Strategies

Team D worked on this in stage 3. It is 50% longer than the other wikis and it has explained some terms and presented their findings (albeit still highly summarised). Corporate Strategy was defined with reference to Bourgeois (choice of where to compete). Team D used Ansoff's Growth Vectors model and also Hitt et al's Value creating strategies of diversification followed by Johnson & Scholes (2006) framework for testing suitability, feasibility and acceptability. 

The course material explains that Bezos carefully chose the initial corporate strategy with reference to the availability of suppliers, logistics infrastructure and the likely returns for the products considered (OU,2009b:pg41-42). None of this is mentioned nor is there an explanation for the models chosen. 

A major drawback of Ansoff's growth vectors model is the assumption that businesses wish to grow, however it is true for Amazon given Bezos's statements (OU,2009b). Another drawback is that it is possible to have opportunities in all four of the areas, these could be feasible, acceptable and suitable. It takes more detailed analysis (or a courageous decision) to choose an approach. The analysis presented doesn't do this, there are ideas in each of the four boxes, without being terribly specific about what could be done in each area. The recommendations are not linked to the growth vectors nor the 'Economies of Scope, Synergy and Relatedness' analysis. 

The conclusions are broadly similar to those that Team E came up with, but it isn't clear how Team D arrived at these conclusions from reading the wiki alone. 

Competitive Strategies

Team E, including me, worked on this in stage 3. We used Porter's generic strategies and Lynch's financial analysis before putting the outputs through Johnson & Scholes framework, which is the focus of the wiki.  Porter’s generic strategies were chosen because they were intended for looking at competitive strategy. Lynch was chosen because financial and business risk seemed to be important given the level of trust that customers required from Amazon and the high levels of debt and failure to make a profit. 

Porter described three generic strategies (cost leadership, differentiation and focus) in terms of two variables.  These strategies are 'generic' because they apply regardless of industry.

Porter's Generic strategies

	
	Low cost
	Unique offering

	Broad spectrum
	Cost leadership
	Differentiation

	Narrow segment
	Focus (low cost)
	Focus (differentiation)


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

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

In Amazon's case there is difficulty in deciding what industry they 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 - 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. Amazon aren't consciously following traditional competitive strategies, although one does emerge as a pattern after some time.  Despite a strong low cost element, their emphasis lies firmly in differentiation through customer service.  

Conclusion

One of the primary problems with this approach to analysis is that each of the five parts were done in isolation. There is no overall conclusion using the sum of the parts, which is what I would expect if commissioning such analysis. None of the conclusions drawn are particularly off the mark, but they lack a holistic view because there are five discrete pieces of work rather than one larger strategic analysis. 

All of the tools came up with slightly different conclusions, although none of them were contradictory and there was overlap. This shows that there is a need to approach analysis from several perspectives and use a range of tools to get a comprehensive picture. 

Part 3

Introduction

This part of the assignment is about explaining and evidencing my contribution to the collaborative activities in stages 2 and 3. This is mostly going to be a personal narrative rather than a theory and practice view because I've not studied any theory of group interactions and it isn't part of the current course syllabus. 

Stage 2

My full participation in this stage was slightly delayed because I had an extension on the previous TMA which overlapped with the beginning of the collaborative work (but finished the day stage 2 started). However initially I did find the time to keep up to date with the postings on the TGF and also to do the initial individual analysis before fully engaging with the group. The depth of engagement for me really started on 19th June when I posted the individual group work, although I did make a few posts before that to ensure that we had a collective understanding of our goal. 

My role(s) in stage 2 was mostly as an editor, I collected the analysis of the group and entered it onto the wiki, ensuring that it was focused on the exam question (the subsequent feedback suggested a wider perspective should have been taken, which was largely my fault as I tried to make sure that we only answered the question set and not some different question – I've spent too long drafting answers to Parliamentary Questions to volunteer information that is not asked for!) (Kemp,2011b&c). 

As well as being an editor I also tried to ensure that we discussed areas where the analysis came up with variations, (Kemp,2011d) or where I felt that we weren't referencing properly (Kemp,2011e). While editing I tried to ensure that there were ideas from all of the active participants contained in the wiki, as I felt this was the technique most likely to avoid anyone feeling marginalised, although it was challenging as I didn't find much usable in some of the PESTEL categories which had been done two each by three of the group members. This wasn't so much a reflection on the quality of analysis than on the lower importance of some of the factors to Amazon’s external environment.  

Stage 3

This stage was much more fragmented that the previous one. Partly I think down to fatigue and also because the different team had less common time online, which made conversations harder to have. Not only that, the time we did have online seemed to be in large blocks with a couple of days intervening in many cases. So most work was done by the people there, and not necessarily as a group consensus. 

Although ready to go on Stage 3 when it started I didn't have any other participants while I had time to do analysis. There was a sudden surge of activity over the weekend (when I didn't have much time available because of long-standing family commitment) when most of the work was divvied up amongst those available at that time. However I still managed to ensure that there was a clear understanding of the task we faced by asking questions, and took on an editing role to ensure that we had a clear frameworks in the wiki with a word count per section to aim at. Once the rest of the group had made a contribution to the wiki I then edited it iteratively to reduce word count by over half. I also wrote the 'how we got here' and 'conclusion' sections on the wiki. However I wasn't available to continue this role in the last few hours of the task because it was a Saturday morning and family commitments kicked in. This meant that some of the material was changed in a way that I disagreed with at the last minute, had we been better organised then we might have discussed the difference in our understanding.  However I still agreed with the overall conclusions. 

Part 4

Introduction

This part is a reflection on how each of the groups that I worked in made decisions. The dynamics in each group were completely different, even though there was some commonality of membership and participation. 

Boundedly Rational Decisions

A boundedly rational decision-making model is normative (i.e. setting out how decisions ought to be made, rather than describing how they happen in practice). Eisenhardt & Zbaracki (1992) describe rational models as supposedly linear, starting with known objectives those involved gather data and develop alternatives before choosing the optimal solution.  Mintzberg & Westley (2001) summarise this as: “define>diagnose>design>decide”.  However, both studies relate that in practice decision-making was iterative rather than linear. 

Decision-making in Practice

Team A had six active members out of seven, although one of the six didn't manage to post the individual analysis on time. The fact that all but one participated actively reduced the uncertainty around decision-making. Team E had eight out of ten active participants. Both groups appeared to follow a similar pattern in decision-making, although Team E appeared to have less discussion. 

The direction in the assignment suggested that we all needed to be content with the group outcome, which was accepted without challenge. Our decision-making process largely followed the boundedly rational descriptions offered in the literature. We set a common purpose, collected our data, analysed it and then decided on our conclusions. However this was done in iterations until we'd got to a position that no-one objected to. The time and word count constraints made this an exercise in satisfactory outcomes rather than optimal ones, 'satisficing'. 

The one possible exception to this process was in the discussion over referencing in Stage 2, where I was a lone voice that refused to compromise. However even this is boundedly rational as I made my arguments openly and did the referencing directly in the wiki (with an option to remove it if anyone objected strongly). 

Conclusion

Overall the team dynamic worked, although in a sub-optimal satisficing sort of way. We worked with the people that were there at the time to move us collectively towards the objective, and we produced a reasonably acceptable output (within the artificial constraints of word count, time and having no overall leader). 
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