
Member exclusive by                      Chika Dunga 



In the first quarter of 2020, retail hit a milestone: 17% of all retail transactions were done online. A significant proportion 
of those were done on Amazon. But Amazon’s competitors want a slice of the pie. The coalition, dubbed the anti-
Amazon alliance, includes Walmart and Target, which are merging brick-and-mortar stores with online buying. Shopify is 
equipping businesses with the tools to build successful digital stores, and Etsy continues to expand. Tech giants Google 
and Facebook are also joining the e-commerce game.

Conquering e-commerce
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https://www.census.gov/retail/mrts/www/data/pdf/ec_current.pdf
https://qz.com/1887183/amazon-is-making-more-money-from-coronavirus-than-christmas/


Amazon founder Jeff Bezos’s famously big ambitions helped the company set the standard for all of e-commerce. 
Amazon obsessed over its online customer experience and helped popularize features such as one-click shopping and 
fast shipping. Bezos favored a long-term growth strategy that prioritized investment over profits. Amazon also diversified 
its revenue streams into profitable arms such as Amazon Web Services, third-party seller services, and its rapidly 
growing advertising business. 

Amazon’s relentless conquest
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Amazon completely dominates parts of US e-commerce

Amazon's share of US retail Amazon's share of US ecommerce sales, 2019

https://www.businessinsider.com/jeff-bezos-amazon-history-facts-2017-4
https://qz.com/1773368/how-amazon-created-a-retail-revolution/
https://qz.com/1892963/covid-19-helps-amazon-advertising-sales-outpace-competitors/
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…everyone in commerce is, whether they realize it or not, in the anti-
Amazon alliance…”

Ben Thompson business journalist, Stratechery, “The anti-Amazon alliance.”



Walmart is the only company that earns more sales revenue than Amazon each year. But in e-commerce, it’s lagging 
behind, and it hopes to change that. Starting in 2016, Walmart unleashed a multi-billion-dollar e-commerce strategy: It 
acquired Jet.com and other digital brands; added 40 million items onto its site; and launched a loyalty program to 
compete with Amazon Prime. Walmart’s brick-and-mortar presence might hold the key to growing its online business: 
More than 2,000 stores offer pick up for groceries, and some serve as fulfillment hubs for online orders. 

Walmart learns new tricks
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https://www.nytimes.com/2017/06/16/business/walmart-bonobos-merger.html
https://www.cnbc.com/2020/09/01/walmart-to-launch-its-membership-program-walmart-in-mid-september.html
https://www.cnbc.com/2021/01/27/walmart-to-ramp-up-automated-fulfillment-at-its-stores-as-online-grocery-grows.html


One key to Target’s comeback? Investment in e-commerce. It was part of the 
company’s $7 billion strategy launched in 2017 as it invested in logistics and its online 
experience, among other store and inventory upgrades. Target transformed its stores 
into distribution centers for fulfilling online orders and acquired Shipt a same-day 
grocery delivery company. Target customers can now opt for same- or two-day 
delivery, curbside pick up, or go inside the store to pick up items ordered online—and 
maybe snag a few extra items while they’re at it. 

On Target
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The Target effect

The joke is that it’s hard to leave 
Target without spending more than 

you planned. But it’s not just a 
coincidence. The retailer’s layout 

and rotating inventory are designed 
to create an experience where 
shoppers don’t want to leave. 

https://www.cnbc.com/video/2018/10/04/target-remodel-stores-amazon-walmart-retail-department.html
https://www.cnbc.com/2017/02/28/target-ceo-cornell-defends-plan-to-invest-to-win-share-not-surrender-it.html
https://www.cnbc.com/2017/12/13/target-to-buy-grocery-delivery-service-shipt-for-550-million.html
https://www.businessinsider.com/target-effect-how-retailer-gets-you-spend-more-money-2018-10
How%20'The%20Target%20Effect'%20gets%20customers%20to%20spend%20more%20money%20than%20they%20were%20expecting


Arming the rebels at Shopify 
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Forget brick-and-mortar outfits: Digital native Shopify is Amazon’s most formidable competitor, argues business journalist 
Ben Thompson. In 2019, the Ottawa-based company became the second largest online shopping destination behind 
Amazon. By providing online shops for more than 1 million small businesses, Shopify “arms the rebels” against Amazon. The 
company doesn’t just provide digital storefronts—it also has a growing network of fulfillment centers that process speedy 
shipping, an arsenal of financial instruments to support businesses, and warehouse automation. Amazon is definitely 
watching Shopify’s moves.

$1,069
The closing price of 

Shopify stock on 
December 31, 2020.

$5.1 billion
Global sales across 
Shopify’s platform 
during the Black 

Friday/Cyber Monday 
weekend in 2020.
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https://stratechery.com/2020/the-anti-amazon-alliance/?utm_campaign=P.S.%20You%20Should%20Know...&utm_medium=email&utm_source=Revue%20newsletter
https://www.cnbc.com/2019/09/09/shopify-stock-up-150percent-and-second-in-us-sales-volume-behind-amazon.html
https://2pml.com/2020/02/03/rebels/
https://www.retaildive.com/news/shopify-launches-fulfillment-network/557260/
https://tearsheet.co/podcasts/inside-shopifys-financial-services-strategy/
https://qz.com/1973334/amazon-is-taking-aim-at-shopify-with-its-latest-acquisition/


Etsy’s human-centered e-commerce
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This competitor might rake in less revenue compared to its peers, but it’s mighty. Etsy’s marketplace for handmade and 
vintage goods boasts 65 million items and sold $10 billion worth of products in 2020. The platform had 4.3 million active 
sellers by the end of 2020. Total revenue in 2020 more than doubled from 2019 to $1.7 billion. To keep up with US 
customers' expectations, Etsy announced in 2019 its site would prioritize sellers that offer free shipping for orders over $35.
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Active buyers on Etsy (in millions) nearly doubled in 2020

https://www.cnbc.com/video/2020/09/05/etsys-14-billion-handmade-empire.html
https://s22.q4cdn.com/941741262/files/doc_financials/annual/2019/Etsy-Annual-Report.pdf
https://blog.etsy.com/news/2019/etsy-celebrates-the-creative-entrepreneurs-we-support-across-the-globe/
https://help.etsy.com/hc/en-us/articles/360024198553-How-to-Offer-a-Free-Shipping-Guarantee?segment=selling


Buy on Google 
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Google wants you to turn those searches into purchases. Forty-nine percent of online shoppers begin their search directly 
on Amazon, while 22% start on Google, an eMarketer survey revealed. After a failed first attempt at competing with 
Amazon, Google announced free listings for sellers in 2020. Sellers on Google Shopping can now expand their reach with 
free listings and paid campaigns. Google hopes to drive advertising revenue by incentivizing sellers with free listings.
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Advertising* is growing faster on Amazon than on Google or Facebook
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*Amazon’s advertising revenue is tracked in its “other” category Advertising makes up the majority of this category.  

https://www.emarketer.com/content/do-most-searchers-really-start-on-amazon
https://techcrunch.com/2019/09/11/google-express-to-close-in-a-few-weeks-will-become-part-of-google-shopping/
https://techcrunch.com/2020/06/29/google-brings-free-product-listings-to-its-main-google-search-results/
https://www.cnbc.com/2020/04/21/google-shopping-free-for-sellers-to-counter-amazons-ad-sales.html


Facebook enters the chat 
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In mid-2020, Facebook, the world’s largest social media app, kicked off an epic partnership with Shopify, the leader in 
direct-to-consumer e-commerce. That meant that sellers on Facebook Shops could reel in customers with digital stores 
on Facebook and Instagram, while Shopify provides the e-commerce tech to facilitate transactions and shipping. 
Facebook’s network of sites is home to over 160 million small businesses; Shops helps Facebook keep their advertising 
dollars within its ecosystem. As of May 2020, 1 million businesses have signed up.

130 million
Users that tap on shopping 

posts every month.

2.8 billion
Active users on Facebook. 

81%
Instagram users that use the 

platform to research 
products and services. 

https://techseen.com/2020/06/03/shopify-partners-with-facebook-for-launching-facebook-shops/
https://www.fastcompany.com/90506505/facebook-and-instagram-are-about-to-become-small-business-shopping-hubs
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E-commerce is 10% of global commerce–that’s nothing. We’re at the 
dawn of e-commerce, and this [Amazon] is one user experience.”

Emily Weiss founder, Glossier. Tech Crunch Interview in 2018



Seller’s revolt
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Some brands and third-party sellers are pushing back against Amazon: They’re reducing the products for sale on its 
site. In 2019, Nike ended its relationship with Amazon when it failed to crack down on the many copycats—a pressing 
issue for many brands, a number of which have followed suit. As clothing and footwear brands focus on direct-to-
consumer sales, there’s less appetite for competing against Amazon itself (it’s rumored that Amazon uses its third-party 
seller data to help develop products for its private labels). And for smaller sellers, the cost of being on Amazon just isn’t 
worth it.

Nike ends its two-
year partnership 
with Amazon. 

Birkenstock walks away 
from Amazon, citing  
unethical business 
practices that endanger its 
brand. 

Cellphone grip maker  
Popsockets ends two-
year relationship with 
Amazon after disagreeing 
on reselling terms. 

2018

Major brands leaving Amazon

Ikea cuts ties with 
Amazon, ending a 
pilot program that it 
began in 2018.  
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https://qz.com/1747795/why-nike-will-stop-selling-on-amazon/
https://qz.com/1410431/a-fashion-trade-group-wants-amazon-on-the-notorious-markets-list/
https://qz.com/1925836/under-armour-follows-nike-by-cutting-retail-partners/
https://www.wsj.com/articles/amazon-scooped-up-data-from-its-own-sellers-to-launch-competing-products-11587650015
https://www.modernretail.co/startups/dtc-brands-leaving-amazon/


Will Amazon’s star ever dim?
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Amazon may be dominating more than ever, but it’s unlikely that it will eliminate its competition. Each member of the anti-
Amazon alliance has its own unique assets that make it a formidable competitor. As more shopping is done online, it’s clear 
that Amazon won’t be the only one that benefits. There’s room at the table for plenty of feasting.
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Want to know more? Read Quartz coverage of e-commerce.

• Amazon reinvented retail and everyone else is just try to survive. Learn the secret behind Amazon’s dominance.

• Can direct-to-consumer brands compete with Amazon. Brands are choosing to build direct relationships with 
customers over the crowded lanes of Amazon. 

• The rise of e-commerce is rippling across the labor force. E-commerce is eliminating traditional retail jobs.

• E-commerce sales are soaring–but for how long?. E-commerce accelerated in 2020 and is here to stay, according to 
experts. 

• Walmart’s TikTok bid is a risky bet on the direction of US retail. Walmart makes a move to take e-commerce onto one 
of the most popular apps. 

You’ll also enjoy our member-exclusive field guide on Retail versus Amazon.

Have questions about this presentation, or suggestions for us? 
Send us a note at members@qz.com.

14

https://qz.com/1773368/how-amazon-created-a-retail-revolution/
https://qz.com/1798427/can-direct-to-consumer-brands-compete-with-amazon/
https://qz.com/1795027/how-e-commerce-has-affected-retail-jobs/
https://qz.com/1918063/will-e-commerce-shopping-return-to-pre-pandemic-levels/
https://qz.com/1897276/walmarts-tiktok-bid-is-a-risky-bet-on-social-commerce/
https://qz.com/guide/amazon/
mailto:members@qz.com

