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Summary of Findings 

 Amazon.com Inc.‟s (AMZN) AmazonSupply.com is not being used, or even considered, by procurement professionals at 

manufacturing and industrial businesses interviewed by Blueshift Research. Ten of 12 sources have not ordered from 

AmazonSupply. Of the two remaining sources, AmazonSupply is used in 5% of orders for one source and in 1% for the 

second. All said business with their current suppliers has not been affected by AmazonSupply. 

 AmazonSupply is not cost-effective and does not carry enough products to fulfill all of a company‟s needs, which could 

lead to the inefficient use of multiple suppliers. Sources were unaware of Amazon‟s line of credit program as many of 

them said they would not use AmazonSupply because they believe it does not accept purchase orders or payments other 

than credit card. Two sources said the cost of using AmazonSupply does not include freight, again showing a lack of 

knowledge about AmazonSupply and its shipping options. 

 AmazonSupply also faces challenges in its lack of certification for military specifications, the questioned pedigree of its 

parts, and procurement professionals‟ satisfaction with their current suppliers. 

 AmazonSupply may be more attractive to very small businesses that only require simple orders on commodity products 

rather than specialized parts and custom orders. 

 Five sources use W.W. Grainger Inc. (GWW) for MRO parts, two use MSC Industrial Direct Co. Inc. (MSM), and one uses 

Fastenal Co. (FAST) via SciQuest Inc. (SQI). 

 Three sources said they require same-day or next-day delivery for most MRO (maintenance, repair and operations) parts, 

including two who said delivery within that timeframe is needed for 99% of their orders. 

 Five other sources said they require delivery of most of their MRO parts in two to three days, while the remaining four 

sources need delivery in five days or more. Same-day or next-day deliveries account for 10% to 20% of these nine 

sources‟ orders. 

 Sources differed in how they place orders, whether by phone or online or through MRO vending machines and purchase 

orders. Sources said phone orders are not frequently used but that the option is appreciated nonetheless. Customer 

service with access to a sales representative by phone was required in about 10% to 15% of sources‟ orders, mostly for 

miscellaneous, one-off or custom orders. One source uses customer service 80% of the time, while 100% of another‟s 

orders involves using customer service over the phone. 

 

 

Background 

Procurement professionals at industrial and manufacturing companies are in charge of ordering and managing MRO parts to 

maintain plant operations. They order parts from the likes of Fastenal, Grainger and MSC Industrial, which all have 

independent stores, provide kiosks and do online sales. These companies state that customer service is a key selling point 

and justifies their pricing. AmazonSupply is coming into the market with online sales only, lower prices, reasonable shipping 

and no sales tax in most states. 

 

 

 

 

Research Question: 

Will AmazonSupply disrupt the MRO distribution sector? 

https://www.amazonsupply.com/
http://www.amazonsupply.com/help/200543490/ref=sp_sn_loc
https://www.amazonsupply.com/help/200634030/ref=gw_cb_prime?pf_rd_s=center-1&pf_rd_p=1363440642&pf_rd_r=1Z4A4QNP6B3TW329CAAB&pf_rd_m=A2LPUKX2E7NPQV&pf_rd_t=9101&pf_rd_i=HomePage
http://www.grainger.com/Grainger/wwg/start.shtml
http://www1.mscdirect.com/cgi/nnsrhm
http://www.fastenal.com/web/en/34/e-business-solutions;jsessionid=6yTHPjXQPdnxSWnbgyLYh8LCpchSnY0t1YMgXNRwQSpzj34jrLH2!840019863!188412597
http://www.sciquest.com/
http://bringthefresh.tv/articles/?how-to-reduce-cost-with-mro-vending-695
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CURRENT RESEARCH 
This report aims to understand procurement professionals‟ purchase pattern trends at manufacturing and industrial 

businesses that use distributors for their MRO parts, and to assess competition from AmazonSupply. Blueshift employed its 

pattern mining approach to establish sources in two independent silos, comprising 12 primary sources and three secondary 

sources focused on the launch of AmazonSupply, an AmazonSupply shipment of damaged metal raising concerns about its 

ability to compete with the likes of Grainger, AmazonSupply‟s ability to compete with eProcurement companies, and the value 

of AmazonSupply to the DIY community and competition for The Home Depot Inc. (HD). Primary sources represented the 

industries of electronics, paper products, casting, industrial cleaning and machine shops serving automotive, marine and 

defense, and they buy parts and components for MRO use as well as in new products. 

1) Procurement professionals (12) 

2) Secondary sources (3) 

 

 

Next Steps 

Our next report on AmazonSupply will include independent contractors and construction and trade workers, and assess their 

adoption of AmazonSupply as their primary source of tools and which companies are losing business as a result. We also will 

interview industry specialists and a wider variety of customers to determine AmazonSupply‟s headway among industrial and 

manufacturing businesses. Finally, we will monitor AmazonSupply‟s effects on eProcurement companies. 

 

 

Silos 

1) PROCUREMENT PROFESSIONALS 
 Engineer responsible for purchasing of components and MRO parts for a 50-person supplier of complex machined parts 

to the defense, aerospace and medical fields 

AmazonSupply is not an option because military specifications have requirements for part certification and pedigree. 

Ninety percent of this source‟s orders are needed the same day or next day. His company relies upon MSC Industrial for 

parts and is generally satisfied with the company and its vending machine service. 

 “We‟ve never ordered from AmazonSupply.” 

 “There‟s no certification or pedigree [when ordering through AmazonSupply]. Anytime we make something for 

defense, we have to answer „how did you make the part? Are you sure this is how it was done, how the tooling 

was made?‟ Some of those parts [for defense] seem ridiculous in price, but it calls upon manufacturers to make 

sure that they‟re 100% „mil spec.‟” 

 “We use MSC frequently. Then there‟s a small company, Todd Tool; 

we‟ll use that for bits and chucks.” 

 “I would say 90% of the time our orders are same or next day. Our 

orders are split 50-50 between piece parts, then bits and tooling.” 

 “Seven percent is two- to three-day delivery. The rest of them, another 

3%, we might order some weeks in advance.” 

 “I order online about 75% of the time, the rest by phone.” 

 “We use maybe 10% as much in the vending machine as we order.” 

 “Cost of goods sold depends on what we‟re assembling. I can‟t 

estimate that.” 

 “Either I‟m uncertain as to exactly what I need, or there‟s some lack of service by that supply house to provide a 

web-based application to fulfill my requirements.” 

 “We do have an onsite vending machine, which MSC services. They keep a database by frequently used pieces. 

It‟s like a soda machine; the most popular ones are filled more.” 

 

 Purchasing manager for a small precision manufacturer of flat steel supplies serving the international market 

This source was aware of AmazonSupply but has no plans to use the site. Ninety-nine percent of his MRO purchases are 

needed the same day or the next day. No orders are placed online because he finds suppliers‟ websites too difficult to 

There‟s no certification or 

pedigree [when ordering 

through AmazonSupply]. 

Procurement Professional 

Aerospace & Medical Fields  

http://www.homedepot.com/
http://www1.mscdirect.com/content/solutions/vending.html
http://www.toddtool.com/Default.aspx?Page=Home
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use. He simply looks up parts in the free catalogs provided by vendors and calls in orders. He was surprised to learn 

about on-site vending machines for parts. Customer service is needed only 3% to 5% of the time and is used primarily to 

negotiate pricing on large volume purchases. This company‟s primary MRO supplier is MSC Industrial; Grainger and 

McMaster-Carr Supply Co. are used as backup. 

 “I am aware of AmazonSupply, but I have never used them. I don‟t really think they will be that disruptive. They 

may help bring down prices a little, but that‟s all.” 

 “We try to employ JIT [just-in-time inventory] so I would say 99% of our orders are needed same day or next. Fast 

delivery is critical for us.” 

 “I have tried the online ordering systems and supplier websites, and they are too complicated and difficult to 

use. Each vendor provides me with a free catalog, which I keep right behind my desk. I simply look up the part 

and call the order in. It doesn‟t get any simpler.” 

 “No, there are no parts vending machines on-site. That‟s interesting; I did not know that was an option. I might 

look into that.” 

 “Customer service is important, but we rarely use it. Maybe 3% to 5% of the time, and it‟s usually to try to 

negotiate a better price on large volume orders.” 

 

 Senior buyer for a specialty computer maker with fewer than 50 employees and close to $5 million in revenue 

AmazonSupply may be worth trying out in a year or two, but the site currently fails to provide enough product 

specifications to make ordering efficient or cost-effective. Experience with Amazon‟s consumer-level customer service 

has not inspired confidence in its B2B version, and the source questioned the pedigree of its products. The source‟s 

orders are delivered on a just-in-time basis. Customer service and existing supplier relationships are important and 

provide a level of confidence and security. 

 “What surprises me about AmazonSupply is the lack of specifications. If I‟m buying sight unseen from a web 

page, I‟d expect to be bombarded with information. At the very least I expect reviews, ISO certification, some 

indication of where products come from and how they‟re approved for various types of end user market or not. 

It‟s like Amazon just put up a print catalog and made it clickable to order.” 

 “Without what I need to instantaneously fulfill our ISO and military obligations, the site‟s only going to be a crib 

sheet; I‟d need a full manual. Otherwise, I might save a few dollars here and there, but the carrying cost of 

bringing on another core MRP [material requirements planning] supply relationship would easily chew that up 

within a year. I don‟t expect the discounting to get any better either. 

Odds are good these are already the basement introductory prices.” 

 “I‟ve dealt with Amazon as a book buyer, and the site‟s customer 

service is no treat. Have you ever had a problem or tried to cancel or 

change an order? Why would I give up customer service I have now, 

simply for the novelty of shopping with a brand I know as a consumer? I 

like the relationships I have because I trust them. We‟ve built a track 

record together; they can anticipate my needs, and I know I can call 

them. What Amazon has is not a reliable supply relationship.” 

 “We do have a significant [Department of Defense] procurement need 

that we have to address with our vendors. It‟s usually easy to handle, 

but how am I supposed to know Amazon can handle it?” 

 “I probably sound overly negative. I‟m sure it‟s a great program and 

their shipping terms sound reasonable for small accounts. But I have to 

ask them, what are they offering that we haven‟t already built 

businesses around finding elsewhere? Are all their customers going to be out-of-the-box start-ups? If so, that‟s 

going to be a lot of small accounts.” 

 “We‟re 100% automated and JIT when it comes to day-to-day procurement. My job is less to do with the MRP 

and more focused on vetting long-term supply relationships without going through distributors. On that level, the 

AmazonSupply system looks theoretically interesting, but right now I don‟t see any value in it—maybe next year 

or after that, once they shake out the kinks.” 

 

 Manager of a central procurement department for six paper and packaging manufacturing facilities 

This source is aware of AmazonSupply, but has not used it out of loyalty to Grainger and dislike for Amazon‟s credit card 

payment requirement. He does not expect AmazonSupply to disrupt the MRO supply sector. Seventy-five percent to 80% 

I like the relationships I have 

because I trust them. We‟ve 

built a track record together; 

they can anticipate my needs, 

and I know I can call them. 

What Amazon has is not a 

reliable supply relationship. 

Senior Buyer  

Specialty Computer Maker 

http://www.mcmaster.com/
http://www.iso.org/iso/certification
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Material_requirements_planning
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of MRO order fulfillment is required in two to three days; the remaining orders 

require faster handling. Suppliers‟ websites are used to place 15% to 20% of the 

orders, and purchase orders are prepared and sent for the rest. Customer 

service is important because the company confirms pricing on almost every 

order. Grainger is this source‟s primary MRO vendor. 

 “I am aware of AmazonSupply.com, but we do not use them. We are 

satisfied with Grainger as our current vendor, and Amazon requires 

payment with a credit card. We do very few purchases with credit 

cards.” 

 “I really don‟t think AmazonSupply is a disruptive entry into the MRO business.” 

 “Same day or next day is not really needed; most of the time we require two to three day delivery.” 

 “I would say 15% to 20% of our orders are placed through the vendors‟ website, and the balance are placed via 

purchase order. Our company requires a purchase order for most acquisitions.” 

 “We do not have any vending machines at any of our facilities at present. However, we are considering two small 

units at one of our manufacturing plants.” 

 

 Director of purchasing for an industrial cleaning company with $100 million in revenue and 50 small offices nationwide 

receiving parts 

This source is not familiar with AmazonSupply, but does not believe it would be beneficial to a larger firm like his because 

the high order volume would not translate into cost savings. A smaller operation, however, could find cost savings using 

AmazonSupply because of discounts on orders by the case. Orders with two to three days‟ delivery time represent most of 

this source‟s orders, while same-day and next-day orders comprise 15% of total orders. Most orders are for 

replenishment of repeatable products, which he orders through software and a database connected to his suppliers. Only 

10% to 15% of his orders are for miscellaneous items and require customer service. 

 “After some research on the AmazonSupply website, here are my thoughts: AmazonSupply may not start out as 

a threat. The prices are relatively high, and they only offer quantity discounts by the case, which doesn‟t do a 

thing for people ordering in the thousands like me. Also, I read that they change the SKU when you reorder, 

which means you can‟t see the price from the last time. … I do heavy volume buying of 10 to 15 orders a day. I 

need to punch in my order and go. AmazonSupply doesn‟t look like it makes it that easy for me.” 

 “For a smaller company with smaller orders, AmazonSupply looks like a great option. With smaller orders, you 

can‟t get a decent price from someone like Grainger.” 

 “We need orders on the same day 5% and next day 5% to 10% of the 

time.” 

 “We need orders in two to three days 70%.” 

 “Three to five days is the remaining 10%.” 

 “I don‟t do any of my ordering online.” 

 “I do everything using ordering software, so it goes from my database 

to their database seamlessly. Nothing is done through vending 

machines or in a store.” 

 “Of the $40 or $50 million that I control, about 10% is MRO orders.” 

 “I also have PPE [personal protection and equipment] orders for things 

like gloves, face shields, safety goggles.” 

 “Ten percent to 15% of my orders are typically new items, nonrepeatable stuff I can‟t predict. That‟s when I 

might use a sales rep or need to speak with someone about my order and learn more about the product. The 

rest of the time it‟s just ordering stuff I have before and already know about.” 

 “I‟ve never ordered from Amazon before. I didn‟t even know they had something to offer.” 

 “I use one-, two- and three-year pricing agreements after an RFQ.” 

 “Grainger wins the bid for my MRO. I use MSC for specialty items, and Action Supply [Products Inc.] for PPE as 

they underbid all the big guys.” 

 “I use [Barnes Group Inc.‟s/B] Barnes [Distribution] for nuts and bolts orders, not Fastenal. That bid ended three 

years ago.” 

 “I want to consolidate suppliers and get better pricing.” 

 “I want freight included. That‟s one of the most important things. It‟s more cost certainty. Who wants to do the 

math and try to factor that in on each order?” 

I really don‟t think 

AmazonSupply is a disruptive 

entry into the MRO business. 

Manager, Procurement Department 

Packaging Manufacturing Facilities 

I do heavy volume buying of 10 

to 15 orders a day. I need to 

punch in my order and go. 

AmazonSupply doesn‟t look like 

it makes it that easy for me. 

Director of Purchasing  

Industrial Cleaning Company 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Request_for_quotation
http://www.callforaction.com/
http://www.barnesdistribution.com/
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 Purchasing manager for a security scanner manufacturer with fewer than 50 employees and just over $1 million in 

revenue 

AmazonSupply may build a following among very small businesses buying very commoditized parts but is not right for 

organizations with more rarefied requirements. Larger companies are unlikely to even consider AmazonSupply as a 

vendor, even if its prices drop dramatically. Even small businesses that have deployed MRP systems may find the self-

service approach adds little value. Most deliveries are for two to three days or longer. Orders are placed through 

SciQuest, with Fastenal as the main supplier. 

 “A cursory look at the Amazon site tells me that they‟ll need a lot of work to become our primary vendor. They 

just don‟t have enough of the really exotic—for want of a better word—materials and components we need for the 

lasers and so on. Their laboratory section looks more like it‟s meant for a high school classroom. I‟m sure 

hospitals would be in the same situation as I am here. In theory it‟s nice, but I‟m going to have to go elsewhere 

anyway, so why split my purchases and complicate things?” 

 “Maybe it‟s a good purchasing channel for a small company that 

doesn‟t need much more than nuts and bolts. I can see those types of 

businesses being drawn to Amazon because on the surface it‟s easy at 

that level of scale. You just take your shopping list to the store, fill your 

cart, pay cash or credit.” 

 “The existence of MRP systems and their prevalence even at our level 

really make Amazon an afterthought. As far as I know, their shopping 

cart and inventory are not integrated into any MRP. This means the 

high-end systems that we‟ve invested in and trust our operations to are 

reduced to printing out shopping lists that we can now take to Amazon. 

I don‟t think anyone currently on an MRP platform has anything to gain 

from even contemplating this.” 

 “The larger the organization, the more likely they are to already have an 

automation system in place, and the less likely they will be to decide a 

human being now needs to take that great automated solution and 

comparison-shop at Amazon to save a few dollars. Oracle [Corp./ORCL], SciQuest and all the other automation 

providers have absolutely nothing to fear here.” 

 “Even if we paid cash, losing the net 30 days‟ leeway we currently enjoy on our payment periods would cost us 

thousands of dollars a year in lost carried cash interest, and we are by no stretch a large organization. The cash 

or credit terms seem geared toward small business, the home office people who are familiar with Amazon as a 

consumer brand or maybe as a retail back end.” 

 “I don‟t even know if Amazon could fulfill everything we needed even if they knew it existed. Some of our stuff is 

amazingly rare on the open market. It‟s not necessarily extremely expensive, but it‟s just hard to find. Amazon 

might stock it the way they now stock just about every book or movie on the market, but as yet they don‟t.” 

 “We rarely need anything same day. If we do, it‟s generally easier to go to the local facility and pick it up 

ourselves. Otherwise, I‟d say 99% of everything we need can come in two or three days if not farther out.” 

 “Even if we go to pick something up, we‟ll order through the MRP system. If it‟s an item that needs special 

handling or tooling, I‟ll call it in because you have to call that in anyway. That‟s really the only time I talk to the 

customer service people.” 

 “We‟re a little unusual in that we grew out of a hard-science, academic laboratory setting, so I use SciQuest for 

all our procurement planning. Probably 85% of our buying ultimately comes from Fastenal, and the rest is 

sourced from various other vendors within the SciQuest platform.” 

 

 Owner and purchasing manager for a precision casting company with fewer than 50 employees and just over $1 million 

in revenue 

AmazonSupply is aimed too high up the value chain to appeal to true industrial customers. Also, its lack of ISO 

certification could create issues for purchasers. Pricing does not seem worth alienating existing supply relationships. This 

source keeps a week‟s worth of supply on hand, eliminating the need for same-day delivery and making deliveries in 

three days‟ time more than sufficient. 

 “I don‟t know how Amazon thinks they‟ll offer the shipping terms they do. Maybe we‟d be a loss leader for them.” 

A cursory look at the Amazon 

site tells me that they‟ll need a 

lot of work to become our 

primary vendor. … But I‟m going 

to have to go elsewhere 

anyway, so why split my 

purchases and complicate 

things? 

Purchasing Manager  

Security Scanner Manufacturer 

http://www.amazonsupply.com/s/317970011/ref=gn_ls
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 “They seem tailored to high-tech or real value-added shops where the 

labor is oriented around assembling a lot of components or carrying 

out extensive processes. We‟re a precision shop, but at the end of the 

day we‟re the kind of people who make parts that Amazon would stock. 

We‟re not the people who take Amazon products and make products 

for them to sell back to people. We‟re a wholesale industrial supplier 

selling to other manufacturers.” 

 “I can‟t tell if any of their components are ISO-certified, much less any 

other certification. We need that for our own logs and standards-based 

system. No certification means calling them on every single screw we 

bring in.” 

 “Our customers are less concerned with provenance than with standards because we‟re so close to the original 

materials. They know where our products came from because it‟s out of raw metal and ISO-certified tools and 

equipment. Then they can take that to their auditors. But this means we need that certification.” 

 “We need to buy a lot of raw stock—ingots, bars, rods—from various foundries. I have regular contracts that 

guarantee a baseline of what we need to keep in stock, and then I call around if I need any last-minute fill. 

Equipment for maintenance comes out of catalogs.” 

 “I don‟t really use software more detailed than an inventory tracking system. We generally keep over a week‟s 

worth of raw stock on hand, and what we work with is obvious heavy stuff: bronze, various other nonferrous 

metals. This means I‟m not especially eager to get anything same-day or even three-day shipping because it‟s 

expensive.” 

 

 Senior buyer at a 500-employee paper product distributor and manufacturer for restaurants, industrial, 

sanitation/janitorial and medical use 

A business like this one is accustomed to having accounts with suppliers and standard accounting procedures like 30-

day invoicing. The source said AmazonSupply requires immediate payment and costs more for freight. Delivery in five 

days is sufficient for this source‟s needs though same-day orders are placed 20% of the time. She uses Grainger nearly 

exclusively for MRO parts. This company‟s needs are fairly simple, and she is able to make nearly all purchases on the 

Grainger website or by faxing a purchase order. Grainger‟s distribution network is such that the company pays less than it 

would through AmazonSupply. 

 “I don‟t order from AmazonSupply.” 

 “Going on Amazon requires a different form of payment outside our 

normal method. It‟s not like I have an account with them and they send 

me an invoice. We have to pay online. It‟s not streamlined, so to 

speak.” 

 “[AmazonSupply] hasn‟t adapted to the business atmosphere, so at 

best they‟d be a one-off vendor, with freight charges and all of that.” 

 “I‟ve purchased MRO parts from Grainger. We use them almost 100% 

for MRO parts.” 

 “Maybe 20% of the time we need delivery same day or next day. Five 

business days is usually good enough.” 

 “I order online or fax them a PO, almost 100% of the time. I‟ll always check their website to see if they have what 

I want in stock.” 

 “We don‟t have a vending machine onsite.” 

 “None of our cost structure is MRO parts. It‟s typically for our own equipment. We‟ll service some cleaning 

equipment that we resell, but most of those components come from the manufacturer.” 

 “I don‟t need customer service for my orders.” 

 “We‟re set up through an account with Grainger, and it‟s that easy—faxing a PO.” 

 “Grainger may defer the freight charge, depending on the size of an order. But they also ship from a more local 

facility. Shipping from Boston to a warehouse in the suburbs doesn‟t cost much. With Amazon I‟d pay more.” 

 

 Engineering manager for a marine construction component maker with 100 employees and $20 million in revenue 

AmazonSupply‟s product line is wide but not deep, which would prompt would-be customers with specialized needs to go 

elsewhere. The website may work for generic machine shops, but this source needs more selection and more extensive 

I don‟t know how Amazon 

thinks they‟ll offer the shipping 

terms they do. Maybe we‟d be 

a loss leader for them. 

Owner & Purchasing Manager  

Precision Casting Company 

[AmazonSupply] hasn‟t 

adapted to the business 

atmosphere, so at best they‟d 

be a one-off vendor, with 

freight charges and all of that. 

Senior Buyer  

Paper Product Distributor 
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support. AmazonSupply is interesting but lacks true procurement support that entrenched competitors like Grainger and 

Avnet Inc. (AVT) can provide. Grainger manages the entire inventory process, providing a secure feeling for this source‟s 

company. 

 “I use Grainger to handle my inventory because, to be honest, I have other things to do. If there‟s something that 

for whatever reason Grainger can‟t get us, we go to Avnet, but that‟s very rare. With that in mind, I‟m not actually 

sure how much of our replenishment we need on a JIT basis. Maybe none of it, maybe all of it. Grainger handles 

that.” 

 “We‟re not exactly going to take all our inventory needs back from Grainger and start shopping on Amazon for 

every bolt and screw. Even if I wanted to do that, Amazon couldn‟t do it for us. I looked around the site, and we 

need dozens of things they can‟t give us. And I didn‟t exactly run through the list; I stopped counting after a few 

minutes.” 

 “What this means is that even if we wanted to try out Amazon for some reason, we‟d end up with our existing 

distributors to fill the gaps. And then the question is why don‟t we let our existing distributors handle the 

relationship like they do now? The answer is because we decided to buy a la carte from Amazon because it 

would be fun. It doesn‟t make sense.” 

 “Maybe it‟s a way to expand their Home Depot-style business, but it‟s not for us.” 

 

 Purchasing manager for a security scanner manufacturer with less than $1 million in annual revenue and 10 to 15 

employees 

AmazonSupply looks interesting, but its product quality and certification for military and government markets remain 

uncertain. These considerations outweigh the price advantage that Amazon promises to provide. Straight credit terms 

with Amazon are another problem. This source‟s orders have lead times of up to 

six months, and he places all orders by phone for the customer service. 

 “I was excited to hear that Amazon was starting a parts distribution 

operation, but so far the execution seems too disruptive to be 

attractive. There are too many unknowns, and what I have seen isn‟t 

especially useful.” 

 “I just don‟t know enough about some of their product specifications. 

It‟s all there on the web page, but it‟s a little thin. I‟ve heard about 

some quality problems with the machined parts. It‟s hard to believe 

that there could be damage in the Amazon warehouse, but until we 

have a greater comfort level with their system, it‟s not really worth 

trying it out.” 

 “The selection is a little too extensive. It‟s a very broad catalog, which is 

nice, but I don‟t have time to click through page by page to make sure 

of what I‟m looking at or to verify inventory. And I definitely don‟t want 

to have to check an all-new sales channel in addition to my current 

suppliers if it‟s a question of going page by page and comparing the totals.” 

 “We might try Amazon in a small test order, but we‟re waiting on guidance on whether the products are certified 

for high security deployments. Some of our customers need to know that every nut and bolt has come through 

officially approved channels; until we get that, we can‟t really have their products in our storeroom.” 

 “I‟m not happy with not being able to pay by purchase order. Credit is not bad, but it demonstrates a failure to 

think like the wholesale customer. The financing charges would really hurt.” 

 “Our projects are very long-lead, and so we don‟t need JIT. Something a bit slower and cheaper is fine as long as 

it arrives within six months. … We don‟t have that many emergencies.” 

 “I handle almost all of my ordering on the phone. It‟s not that I‟m a needy customer but if I have questions, I‟d 

rather they be answered immediately so I can make a decision on the fly.” 

 

 Purchasing manager responsible for all raw materials, subassemblies, piece parts and MRO parts for a turnkey and 

custom electronics manufacturer 

Only 5% of business is done through AmazonSupply because prices are cheaper elsewhere. Lead times allow orders to be 

delivered within five days. Purchases are split between phone, email and online. 

 “Five percent is from AmazonSupply. It was the same a year ago.” 

 “It all comes down to price. I can usually find it cheaper than I can through Amazon.” 

I was excited to hear that 

Amazon was starting a parts 

distribution operation, but so 

far the execution seems too 

disruptive to be attractive. 

There are too many unknowns, 

and what I have seen isn‟t 

especially useful. 

Purchasing Manager  

Security Scanner Manufacturer 

http://www.avnet.com/
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 “Delivery within five days is usually sufficient. We usually have a schedule to follow that allows for that lead 

time.” 

 “About 30% of our orders are by phone; email might be another 30%. The rest [40%] is on a website.” 

 “We don‟t have an onsite vending machine.” 

 “No purchases in person, really. Maybe the occasional tool.” 

 “Customer service is the 30% I spend on the phone. I can‟t tell the availability online or I need to place a rush, 

though that‟s rare.” 

 

 Senior buyer responsible for purchasing all parts, both for assemblies and for MRO for a 600-person plastic and contract 

manufacturer serving the medical, automotive and electronics industries 

AmazonSupply comprises 1% of this source‟s orders. He said AmazonSupply does not accept purchase orders and that 

he is unaccustomed to needing a credit card with his suppliers. Most purchases 

are needed in two to three days, with only 10% needed the same or next day. He 

buys parts through Grainger and in person or on the phone, with customer 

service whenever possible. Customer service representatives at a nearby 

Grainger store help him to select substitutes. 

 “I try not to use AmazonSupply, only because we have to use our credit 

card. Maybe one percent of the time I‟ll use them for one 

miscellaneous part, but I would rather find a supplier.” 

 “We use Grainger in the West and Fastenal in South.” 

 “We need same-day or next-day orders maybe 10% of the time.” 

 “Usually our orders or jobs are two to three days out.” 

 “A very small percentage of orders are placed online, maybe 5%. For 

the majority, we use supplier contracts with a purchase order.” 

 “When I place orders, I like to speak to customer service 100% of the 

time, particularly for the maintenance parts. They might not have the exact item, and the customer service 

person will help me find a match.” 

 “There‟s a Grainger store around the corner. The majority of the time I‟ll go there in person and talk to a 

customer service person, who‟ll place the order through the catalog or take it from stock.” 

 “Cost of goods sold is 20% to 30% of parts, depending on the finished assembly.” 

 “We don‟t have a vending machine.” 

 

 

Secondary Sources 

These three secondary sources detailed the launch of AmazonSupply. One discussed an AmazonSupply delivery of metal that 

was damaged upon arrival, raising concerns about its ability to compete with the likes of Grainger. Meanwhile, AmazonSupply 

could threaten eProcurement companies as well as Home Depot if it becomes of value to the DIY community. 

 

 April 7 Cool Stuff We Like blog entry 

AmazonSupply is a favorable option for DIY consumers with a specific project or 

in-home task and may provide more competition to companies like Home Depot. 

 “Amazon Supply is one-stop shopping for makers, hobbyists, and DIY 

aficionados. It gives you quick and easy access to thousands and 

thousands of items that might be tough to find in your neighborhood 

hardware store or Home Depot. ... Bearings, bushings, motion control 

components for robotics, tubing, all sorts of metal stock, seals and o-

rings, scientific lab equipment, tools, abrasives, etc., etc. I did a search 

for bearings, which returned over 5,300 individual items. ... An 

impressive breadth of inventory is available all across the board.” 

 “Check it out. ... Before you run all over town looking for just the right 

fastener, or copper tape, or some aluminum bar stock, whatever you 

need, take a look at Amazon Supply.” 

I try not to use AmazonSupply, 

only because we have to use 

our credit card. Maybe one 

percent of the time I‟ll use 

them for one miscellaneous 

part, but I would rather find a 

supplier. 

Senior Buyer 

Plastic Manufacturer 

Amazon Supply is one-stop 

shopping for makers, 

hobbyists, and DIY aficionados. 

It gives you quick and easy 

access to thousands and 

thousands of items that might 

be tough to find in your 

neighborhood hardware store 

or Home Depot. 

Cool Stuff We Like Blog Entry 

http://coolstuffwelike.blogspot.com/2012/04/amazon-supply-for-diy-maker-hobbyist.html
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 May 4 Spend Matters article 

An AmazonSupply user raised concerns about AmazonSupply‟s ability to serve the metal service center adequately based 

on the delivery of damaged goods, but praised the on-time delivery. The conclusion is that AmazonSupply has a lot to 

learn in order to compete effectively with the likes of Grainger. 

 “Earlier this week, we had the chance to speak with a friend who 

placed an order on the Amazon site for a range of MRO and metals 

items. His impression was positive (but mixed).” 

 “In short, industrial distributors focused on standard MRO items where 

value-added services (JIT, VMI, etc.) are not required should really pay 

close to attention to what Amazon is up to. We predicted this last week. 

The MRO orders placed on AmazonSupply arrived in the time specified. 

Moreover, our colleague received an advanced ship notice (ASN) within 

the first 24 hours of their order. The items that arrived (janitorial 

suppliers, degreasers, etc.) came perfectly, picked, packed and 

shipped like an Amazon consumer item. In fact, they came in the 

familiar Amazon box and arrived as promised with no surprises.” 

 “The negative aspect of the experience came for the metals area. This 

company also purchased stainless steel from AmazonSupply and the 

metal arrived slightly damaged (on the corners). In other words, it is 

likely that if Amazon cannot get basic quality and packing right with its 

Supply offering, then it is unlikely to take on the metals service centers 

anytime soon (unlike industrial distributors focused on basic MRO 

areas).” 

 “That is, if they don‟t change quickly enough, which might involve 

figuring out a way to work with Amazon. As to the big industrial guys 

(e.g., Grainger) and specialists (e.g., Avnet), Amazon still has a lot to 

learn. Yet they seem to want to go to distribution school.” 

 “In addition, if Amazon ever goes after purchase-to-pay (P2P) capabilities more seriously as we‟ve analyzed in 

our previous posts from last week, well, then all the usual eProcurement, e-invoicing and supply chain finance 

suspects should pay close attention as well—or should figure out how to operate in an ecosystem that Amazon 

could very well dictate the rules for.” 

 

 April 24 Spend Matters article 

AmazonSupply is a threat to industrial distributors as well as eProcurement vendors like Ariba Inc. (ARBA) and SciQuest. 

 “Lisa Reisman, Managing Director of MetalMiner, said, „Amazon Supply will be very disruptive, particularly for 

distributors in the MRO world such as Grainger, Wesco, Graybar and DSSI. Of course the story gets interesting 

when we look at the volumes. Amazon has honed the B2C model—small shipments with high frequencies using 

parcel service providers. How effectively Amazon will ship LTL and commodities in bulk vs. the Grainger‟s, 

Wesco‟s etc. is an important question. However, I wouldn‟t say that‟s a really hard competency to gain.‟” 

 “Lisa also notes that, „the real value-add though for the distributors in the B2B world comes from the other 

facets of distribution—kitting, consignment, tool crib management, VMI, replenishment etc. How effectively 

Amazon will play here remains to be seen. And herein lies the rub—B2C and B2B may look similar, but these 

distinctions separate the two. Amazon can be a strong player in smaller sized businesses that don‟t have 

integrated processes and systems, but companies that operate fully integrated vendor replenishment 

businesses will not be so quick to switch to Amazon. Nonetheless, it‟s a disruptive offering and will be 

interesting to watch over the longer term.‟” 

 “From the Spend Matters P2P vantage point, Amazon Supply could very well be a worst MRO-focused 

eProcurement nightmare scenario for vendors like Ariba, SAP, Oracle, Rearden, and Coupa should Amazon 

chose to add what amounts to basic buying controls, workflow, compliance and analytics capability that are 

commonly featured in eProcurement technologies. As one of my colleagues suggests (this individual has many 

years of firsthand knowledge of competitive P2P products), „the self-service merchant capability is light-years 

ahead of what the B2B vendors have right now. It will be interesting to watch whether they start adding 

The negative aspect of the 

experience came for the metals 

area. This company also 

purchased stainless steel from 

AmazonSupply and the metal 

arrived slightly damaged (on 

the corners). In other words, it 

is likely that if Amazon cannot 

get basic quality and packing 

right with its Supply offering, 

then it is unlikely to take on the 

metals service centers anytime 

soon (unlike industrial 

distributors focused on basic 

MRO areas). 

Spend Matters Article 

http://www.spendmatters.com/index.cfm/2012/5/4/The-AmazonSupply-Customer-Experience-First-Fulfillment-Impressions-with-MRO-and-Metals
http://www.spendmatters.com/index.cfm/2012/4/24/Amazon-Supply-Launches--Industrial-Distributors-Ariba-SciQuest-Etc-Should-Plan-For-Competition
http://www.ariba.com/
http://www.agmetalminer.com/
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lightweight P2P capabilities, like approvals, or just sit tight and be the marketplace to which everyone just 

integrates. What they have now—the integrated catalog, marketplace and payment—is the hard part.‟” 

 “This gets to the crux of what Amazon is exceptional at and what others like Ariba and SAP have not fully 

internalized—building a platform-based business with interoperability at the very core of the DNA. The advantage 

of a platform-based model based on true service-oriented architecture (SOA) is difficult to overstate.” 

 “Perhaps most important, Amazon‟s open platform-based approach that has allowed merchant affiliates to 

thrive is completely disruptive compared with the closed supplier networks from incumbent providers, Ariba 

included.” 

 

 

 

Additional research by Dann Maurno, Scott Martin and David Franklin 
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