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From what started as an online bookstore, Amazon has grown into a 
powerhouse that has completely disrupted the retail marketplace in just 
a couple of decades. This disruption, known as the Amazon Effect, is so 
widespread that if you search the term, you’ll find hundreds of millions of hits. 
 
And, as Amazon sets its sights on more and more industries, the Amazon Effect 
is beginning to be felt by wholesale distributors. This leaves many wondering 
how best to adapt to keep customers happy, preserve market share, and grow 
in a changing world.
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Wholesale distributors have private fleets for 
one reason: controlling customer service. Many 
distributors, especially those dealing with 
commodities, also rely on it to differentiate 
themselves from the competition. Customer service 
is what Amazon is all about. They unmercifully invest 
into their company in order to improve the customer 
experience in four key areas: innovation, choice, 
convenience, and value. 

This has brought about an unprecedented expansion. 
Amazon now has fleets of planes, trucks, bicycles, 
robots, drones, and more. They have massive 
warehouses and distribution centers across the 
nation and are even using crowdsourcing to complete 
deliveries (think Uber for Amazon).

The Amazon Effect is accelerating change across 
all facets of distribution by innovating forms of 
transportation and delivery, creating new levels of 
service, and reconfiguring warehouses to boost 
efficiency.
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Amazon has disrupted major industries, dominating 
children’s toys and gaining 1.5 percent of apparel 
market share and reaching $1.4 billion in pet food 
sales in 2017. Amazon rules virtually any market that 
it touches. It is safe for companies in most industries 
to assume that if Amazon is not yet a competitive 
threat, it could easily be in the future. 

THE AMAZON EFFECT ON WHOLESALE DELIVERY

“Proactively delighting customers 
earns trust, which earns more 
business from those customers, 
even in new business arenas. 
Take a long-term view, and 
the interests of customers and 
shareholders align.”

—Jeff Bezos, Amazon CEO
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Amazon gives consumers a level of choice that they 
have never had before with brick and mortar stores. 
They offer the convenience of same-day shipping 
with low costs. Amazon’s constant innovation is key 
to their success, but there are other reasons why they 
are on top.

1. EXECUTION – They are not afraid to execute a 
plan.

2. TOLERANCE FOR FAILURE – Not every innovation 
works out, but carrying out the plan is part of 
Amazon’s process. 

3. INSOURCING – After years of outsourcing trends, 
Amazon pioneered insourcing. They now have their 
own fleet of vehicles. 

4. FUTURE-THINKING – Amazon knows that what 
exists today doesn’t work for tomorrow. 

5. PREDICTING WHAT CUSTOMERS WANT – Amazon 
uses predictive analytics to know what customers 
want before they want it.

6. ABILITY TO CAPITALIZE ON TRENDS – Amazon 
not only has its finger on the pulse of trends, 
but also capitalizes on the needs of younger 
generations. 

Wholesale distributors can win with this mentality, 
too. It’s true that not all companies can afford to 
have a high tolerance for failure when margins 
are thin. But, it’s important to think ahead to how 
your business could be disrupted (by Amazon or 
otherwise) and how to adapt before it happens. 
Companies that get too comfortable with what is 
working today can easily get left behind. 

Don’t believe it? Think about taxis in New York City 
and if they ever saw Uber coming.

WHY AMAZON IS WINNING
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Today, no matter what you are selling — whether it is 
produce, oil, medical equipment, or roofing supplies 
— your customers will compare their experience to 
Amazon. Anything Amazon is doing well could be 
expected in your business. 
 
Customers are accustomed to fast shipping and 
delivery with alerts on their phones along the way. 
Wholesale distributors need to find ways to adapt 
to this expectation and get orders to customers as 
quickly as possible.
 
Customers will also demand the same ease of 
ordering that they have come to expect with 
Amazon. A lot of wholesale distributors already 
have ecommerce sites, but they now need to make 
sure those sites are accessible on mobile devices. 
The Amazon buying experience is frictionless 
and immediate, without the need for sales 
representatives. Everything is a click away and your 
customers want that experience. 
 
Distributors will no doubt face a number of potential 
negative effects from the shift.
 

Amazon has conditioned buyers to purchase smaller 
quantities more often and receive their shipments 
faster. But, as wholesale distributors, more frequent 
orders, more deliveries, and smaller drops can erode 
profits. 
 
Distributors need to pay attention to smaller job 
sizes. The average cost per stop is the average cost 
per stop. If you deliver less per stop more frequently, 
profits go down.

Wholesale distributors will also need to be prepared 
to make changes in vehicle configuration to become 
more efficient as well as face the real possibility that 
drivers may not be able to adapt. Some drivers will 
simply leave the workforce, some won’t want to have 
more touches, and others won’t be willing to play a 
more customer-service oriented ambassador role.

Finally, wholesale distributors will be increasingly 
forced to move to the Amazon model of mini 
distribution centers as mileage per asset goes down.

THE EFFECT ON WHOLESALE DISTRIBUTION
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There are several limitations for wholesale 
distributors, including Enterprise Resource Planning 
(ERP) and Warehouse Management Systems (WMS). 
There are hundreds of ERPs across wholesale 
distribution and, although we have seen a lot of 
consolidation, there are still many different systems. 
With WMS, some are innovating and some are not. 
Those innovators are expensive and distributors have 
to figure out how to get innovation pushed all the way 
through that system. 

Distributors need to think about the changes that they 
need inside their four walls. That change must be 
supported by the vendors that provide ERP and 
WMS solutions — distributors need to push now 
so that they can evolve and the software vendors 
can support that evolution.
 

Integrating these technologies can hinder distributors 
as well. If the data from the ERP is siloed from 
delivery data, it’s harder to become more efficient. 
Understanding the data from all these systems can 
be a limitation if nobody can use the data to change 
businesses to keep up with the Amazon Effect.
 
Industry inertia will also limit distributors trying to 
innovate and keep up with the Amazon Effect. Getting 
technology buy-in can take some time if decision 
makers are slow in adopting technology. Wholesale 
delivery is ripe for disruption. There has been so much 
inaction in the industry over the years that disruption 
is going to come in swiftly. 

CURRENT LIMITATIONS FOR DISTRIBUTORS
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The number one opportunity in wholesale delivery 
right now is through tracking technology. If you do 
not know where your vehicles are and what your 
drivers are doing, you will fall behind the curve. Calls 
to your company’s customer service center about 
order statuses are only going to increase with the 
Amazon Effect. Proactive mobile notifications can 
dramatically reduce the time and cost of answering 
all of the “where’s my order?” calls.
 
Another key opportunity is in data analytics. 
Companies can segment their markets and know who 
will pay for a premium service versus a non-premium 
service, faster delivery, and better products. Using 
data, distributors can target their sales efforts and 
price accordingly.
 
Data analytics is also important for predictive 
ordering. Amazon knows what customers want before 
they do, based on data about their preferences and 
order history. This improves customer experience and 
upselling for Amazon and Amazon-like companies.

Predictive ordering could also help inform route 
planning. Technology now makes it possible to 
dynamically take in order information and create 
“phantom” routes throughout the day based on 
predictive ordering. Fleet managers have the ability to 
see where trucks will be and how they are going to fill 
up for the day. That might mean dynamically adding 
or removing vehicles to serve customers based on 
volume or even identifying that another wave of 
deliveries could be added in order to meet real-time 
customer expectations.

System integration is another area of opportunity. 
Solutions like Omnitracs Roadnet Anywhere integrate 
delivery and planning data with ERP data and even 
mobile dispatching or telematics and compliance 
data for a single source of truth and a streamlined 
experience.

OPPORTUNITIES FOR DISTRIBUTORS

7
The Amazon Effect on Wholesale Delivery
© 2018 Omnitracs, LLC. All rights reserved.



8

Luckily, there is still time for distributors to adapt 
to the Amazon Effect, but the time to start is now. 

Begin by investing in technologies that solve 
customer problems and improve the customer 
experience. Work to solve the issues they have 
every day, including ones they may not even 
know about. And, finally, innovate by leveraging 
technology that gives your customers what they’re 
looking for. Because, if there’s anything that we’ve 
learned from Amazon, it’s that the customer 
experience is the key to success in today’s world.

WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW 
TO THRIVE

OMNITRACS ROUTING AND 
MOBILE DISPATCHING
 
Omnitracs Roadnet Anywhere allows you 
to optimize routes and balance profitability 
with customer requirements. Mobile GPS 
tracking technology allows for easy trip 
management and proof of delivery. Mobile 
notifications alert customers via email, 
text, or phone call of a delivery or the 
arrival of a service person.

Visit www.omnitracs.com/solutions/planning-delivery 
or call 800.348.7227 for more information.
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