



Table of Contents

3Abstract


4Introduction


51.
Reviewing the literature


51.1. Porter’s Generic Strategies


61.2. Barney’s Typology and Sustainable Competitive Advantage


71.3. Classification of E-Commerce Organisations: Traditional or Modern?


81.4. Analysing the Research Literature Against Porter’s Typology


101.5. Evaluating Alternative Ideas


112.
Porter’s Generic Strategies in Practice


112.1. Analysing Threats for Bricks in UK Retail Industry


122.2. Applying Generic Strategies to Modern E-Retail Industry


132.2.1. Cost Leadership Strategy


142.2.2. Differentiation Strategy


152.2.3. Focus Strategy


163.
Analysing case studies


163.1. Local Retailers and Porter’s Generic Strategies


193.2. Morrisons


193.3. Toys R Us


214.
Discussion: Can Generic Strategies Outweigh Modern Winning Strategies?


24Conclusion and Recommendations


28References




Abstract
Porter’s classification of generic strategies has become less applicable in terms of ‘brick-and-mortar’ businesses in the modern retail industry. Porter’s suggestion did appear to be effective for traditional ‘bricks’ during the early 1980’s but rapidly changing technology and emerging customer needs have made his typology less relevant to the current ‘brick-and-mortar’ retailers in the UK retail industry.  Therefore, many authors, such as Mintzberg (1985), Welch (2005) and Hill (2001), have contradicted Porter’s typology since having discovered concepts such as ‘the best practice’ and ‘strategic flexibility’. Additionally, by looking at the failure stories of the UK retail industry such as Toys R Us, Maplin, and so on, as well as the success stories such as Morrisons and the John Lewis partnership, it can be suggested that ‘brick-and-mortar’ retailers should give more attention to adapting emerging trends into their businesses. A thorough analysis of the UK retail industry highlights four emerging trends, where companies are changing strategic direction and choices, prioritising customers rather than competitors, expanding through dynamic and connected markets, and considering ecosystems rather than value chains. These emerging trends can be considered as winning strategies for modern ‘bricks’ and, therefore, the ‘brick-and-mortar’ businesses should adapt these winning strategies in order to achieve sustainable competitive advantage. Hence, I would recommend that ‘bricks’ replace Porter’s typology by using Mintzberg 5P’s model so that they can steer their businesses towards a prosperous future.
Introduction
The aim of this report is to bring arguments to assess whether “Porter’s Generic Strategies” are still relevant to the traditional ‘brick-and-mortar’ businesses in achieving strategic competitive advantage in the modern retail industry. There are several reasons for choosing Porter’s framework for this discussion. Firstly, this framework contradicts other topologies such as “Of Strategies, Deliberate and Emergent” by Minzburg (1975)’ and “Looking Inside for Competitive Advantage - VRIO Framework” by Barney (1995). Secondly, although Porter’s framework is fundamentally tied to the performance of organisations, current applicability of his idea on practicing single generic strategy is doubtful in terms of achieving sustainable competitive advantage. In order to outperform competitors in a highly turbulent and changing environment, companies ought to conduct many more practices than their competitors. However, at the same time, competitors are also trying to improve the ways that they do things in order to achieve a competitive advantage. A single approach, therefore, might not be enough for a firm to survive in a market for a long period of time. Hence, it is worth undertaking a further assessment of the literature and real-world examples in order to review different scenarios for examining the current applicability of Porter’s view. In my opinion, I would argue that Porter’s view of generic strategies is not applicable to the ‘brick-and-mortar’ industry in the modern era, particularly in terms of achieving sustainable competitive advantage against ‘clicks’ and ‘pure players’. To support my view, I will bring many examples from the literature and current businesses to prove that Porter’s typology has been contradicted by the concepts of ‘strategic flexibility’, ‘best practice’ and ‘Mintzberg's 5 Ps for Strategy’.
The aim of my study will be achieved through the following objectives:

1. To build arguments to demonstrate why Porter’s generic strategies are not of relevance to 'brick-and-mortar’ businesses in achieving sustainable competitive advantage.

2. To evaluate alternate arguments on Porter’s generic strategies as an approach for achieving sustainable competitive advantage.

3. To identify performance differences between ‘brick-and-mortar’ and ‘pure players’ when pursuing different generic strategies. 

4. To compare ‘generic strategies’ against ‘modern winning strategies’
1. Reviewing the literature 

1.1. Porter’s Generic Strategies 

According to Porter (1980), generic strategies are identified as a key stream of strategies which determines the relationship between strategy type and a company’s performance. If the basic idea of generic strategies is considered, Porter suggests organisations should decide whether to focus on broad market or narrow segments to pursue advantage through perceived uniqueness or low costs. Organisations can choose “focus” strategies if they decide to treat narrow market segments through either uniqueness or low cost. Alternatively, the organisations who focus on broad markets can also pursue low cost or uniqueness strategies to derive advantage, where companies who pursue a low costs strategy are called “cost leaders”, and firms who choose uniqueness are called “differentiators”. 
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Figure 01: Porter’s Generic Strategies: (Source: Porter, 1980)

He explained that an organisation may get ‘stuck in the middle’, either by failing to pursue any of the generic strategies or by attempting to pursue more than one generic strategy at the same time. According to the view of Porter (1980), to achieve sustainability over the long-term, firms should choose one of these strategies at a time, so that they can avoid being ‘stuck in the middle’. I would like to bring arguments to demonstrate that above view of Porter is not applicable to the current ‘brick-and-mortar’ firms in the UK retail industry. 
1.2. Barney’s Typology and Sustainable Competitive Advantage

According to Garbu (2002) sustainability of a business entity can be identified as a firm’s ability to retain a long-term position within the market by handling their abilities, attributes and assets as difficult to duplicate or exceed by the competitors. Barney (1995) is a useful model which discusses the basic criteria of achieving sustainable competitive advantage. To discuss this, he introduced the ‘VRIO Framework’ in 1995 as an improvement to his previous VRIN framework. As he explained, the sustainable competitive advantage of a firm is determined by four attributes, in which the resources or capabilities of a firm should be valuable, rare, costly to imitate/non-substitutable and able to organise to capture. As shown in figure 01, organisations should satisfy each criterion, in order to be sustainable in the retail industry, and to avoid competitive disadvantages and competitive parities. 
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Figure 01: VRIO Framework (Barney, 1995)

However, rapidly developing technologies and changing customer preferences have created massive competition between firms in retail industry and, therefore, sustaining in the market has become more challenging than ever (Hammond, 2017). Alternatively, advanced technology supports competitors in imitating products and capabilities much more easily than before, and, therefore, day-by-day, it is becoming more challenging to achieve competitive advantage over the long-run. Although Porter (1980) argued that a firm can enjoy sustainable competitive advantage by adapting the most preferable generic strategy for the long-term, the VRIO framework suggests that companies should continuously assess a firm’s resources and capabilities to ensure that the above four criteria are met.

1.3.   Classification of E-Commerce Organisations: Traditional or Modern?
According to the traditional classification, there are three business models formed by internet transactions namely ‘Brick-and-mortar’, ‘Brick and Click’ and ‘Pure Play’ (Parnell, 2016). Brick-and-mortar businesses are the traditional business models, who conduct their business using physical stores, where pure players conduct their businesses activities solely online. Brick and Clicks do primary business in physical world however, conduct some e-business activities to interact online shoppers. Michael Porter presented the core of the generic strategies framework through his book of “Competitive Strategy” which was published in 1980, therefore his concept was initially introduced to the ‘brick-and-mortar’ industry. However, since the mid-1990’s, many authors such as Van Tassel & Weitz (1997), have suggested that ‘brick-and-mortar’ businesses in the retail industry might become an idea of the past, by predicting that on-line businesses will cannibalise the retail industry in terms of fast delivery, flexibility and low cost. As mentioned by Chadwick et al, (20116), there was rapid progress of 'dot com’ businesses (pure players) during the late 90’s and, therefore, they were in a process of gaining competitive advantage against ‘brick-and-mortar’ businesses. As Chadwick has further mentioned, the ‘brick-and-mortar’ companies in the UK’s retail industry were showing comparatively lower internet adaption than other developed nations. However, since the early 2000’s, a considerable amount of well-established companies in the UK retail industry, such as Tesco, complemented their existing market platform with web-based alternatives (Chiu et al, 2014).  
According to the view of Turban et al (2017), the traditional classification of business types into ‘Brick-and-mortar’, ‘Brick and Click’ and ‘Pure players’ will not be applicable for future retail industry. As per their argument, there will only be two e-businesses types in retail industry, namely, omnichannel retailers and pure players. Omnichannel retailers are further improved multichannel companies who practice an integrated marketing strategy of brick, click and flip. The customers can do shopping in a brick-and-mortar store or online via phone or from a mobile device or desktop. These retailers enjoy benefits of an integrated marketing strategy by incorporating the needs, communications and interactions between customer, brand and retailer. Turban et al (2017) have demonstrated that the future retail industry will be based on pure players and omnichannel retailers therefore, shoppers will be able to get more innovative, attractive and convenient shopping experiences. 

However, according to a recent analysis of the UK retail industry (UK retail industry, 2013-2017), still there are successful ‘brick-and-mortar’ businesses who are operating in the UK retail industry without an on-line business platform, such as Lidl and Primark. Alternatively, some other companies such as Morrisons and John Lewis who were operating in brick-and-mortar industry however, recently implemented strategic changes and entered to online business. Few other companies such as Toys R Us and Maplin who collapsed ad therefore leaving retail industry (Toys R Us, 2018, Morrisons, 2018, Tallet, 2018). Hence, it is worth to be based on traditional classification and conduct a critical analysis of current brick-and-mortar retailers to examine how far Porters generic strategies applicable for them in achieving sustainable competitive advantage.  
1.4. Analysing the Research Literature Against Porter’s Typology

As mentioned by Porter in his book “Competitive Advantage; Creating and Sustaining Competitive Performance” (1985), the foremost feature emphasised in competitive advantage is the ability of a firm to sustain itself over long period of time. Furthermore, he mentioned generic strategies as gates for achieving sustainable competitive advantage. According to his suggestions, companies should maintain one of the generic strategies for the long term, in order to achieve sustainable competitive advantage. If they do not, there is the possibility of being ‘stuck in the middle’. However, there are subsequent studies which support, as well as question Porter’s view. Porter introduced this typology early in the 1980’s and many authors, such as Robinson and Pearce (1988), have supported him. For example, according to the findings of Robinson and Pearce (1988), the firms who are ‘stuck in the middle’ were exhibiting lower performance. They conducted a study based on 97 manufacturing firms; some of those firms who were trying to use more than one generic strategy at a time, were exhibiting a lower performance level than their competitors.

However, many authors have questioned the ability of a firm to achieve sustainable competitive advantage through generic strategies. Henry Mintzberg (1992) is a management expert who has contradicted Porter’s view of strategy implementation. According to him “a strategy needs to be updated regularly in response to the changes in the market forces” (Mintzberg, 1992). Successful businesses have the ability of adapting to the emerging market trends and, therefore, they frequently change strategies to meet the needs of their market. Mintzberg strongly challenges Porter’s suggestion on maintaining a single strategy over the long-run. Although a firm has intended strategies which they hope to execute in order to achieve their business objectives, they might still be influenced by unforeseen outcomes from the execution of the intended strategy. Therefore, according to Mintzberg (1992), in order to achieve sustainable competitive advantage within a rapidly changing business environment, firms should employ emergent strategies with which they could develop a bottom-up approach to identify the unforeseen outcomes of their strategic implementation. I would suggest brick-and-mortar retailers to practice Mintzberg’s typology rather than Porter’s classification, therefore bricks will be strategically flexible and able to response challenging market needs. 
Jack Welch (Welch, 2005) has extensively addressed the strategies and has questioned Porter’s typology in terms of achieving sustainable competitive advantage. Welch said a firm cannot sustain itself in the market by following a single, generic strategy since competitors try to imitate it. Therefore, he has suggested ‘the best practice’ as the key to achieving sustainable competitive advantage for any firm. As founded by Andam (2014), fast growing computer skills and other technical solutions have made imitating easier than ever. Therefore, it is reasonable to question the applicability of Porter’s framework in achieving sustainable competitive advantage for retail companies.  Furthermore, Hill (2001) has argued that if a company needs to gain sustainable competitive advantage, it should follow a successful combination of generic strategies.  To support his idea, Chaffey (2015) has conducted a study in the retail industry and observed that many online companies are successfully following a blend of generic strategies. As an example, he has highlighted Amazon as a case in point; they have adapted many strategies such as innovation, cost leadership, branding and fully differentiated channel management. Alternatively, Morrisons who was initially a brick-and-mortar retailer, also use a blend of cost leadership and differentiation strategies. Hence, by looking at successful bricks, bricks-and-clicks and pure players and their sustainable competitive achievements, Chaffey (2015) argues that brick-and-mortar businesses can enhance their competitiveness and market position through successfully following a combination of generic strategies. 

To review, although traditional ‘bricks’ experienced a ‘stuck in the middle’ situation (as said by Porter), this does not now seem to be applicable to modern business. Therefore, in order to achieve sustainable competitive advantage, brick-and-mortar companies need to be strategically flexible and chose best possible blend of generic strategies This approach does not agree with Porter’s basic idea; therefore, it can be seen that modern retail industry has created a situation where bricks have to think beyond Porter’s basic view of the ‘stuck in the middle’ issue. 

1.5.  Evaluating Alternative Ideas

There are many authors (Lee and Gosain, 2006; Clay et al 2008) who have studied Porter’s generic strategies and have come up with different findings on its application to modern, e-business industry.  Lee and Gosain, (2006) have referred to online firms’ low-cost and low-price strategy as a myth. As they explained, there is no evidence to demonstrate that 'pure players’ can sell all of the products at a lower price, hence pure players cannot be a considerable threat for brick-and-mortar retailers in terms of cost leadership. They argue that not only ‘bricks and clicks’, but ‘pure players’ also experience a considerable amount of cost, particularly as they require large investments to provide better value for customers. They highlight Amazon as an example as it is investing huge capital in its distribution network. In addition, Amazon also sells only certain product ranges at a lower price. Alternatively, online shopping incurs additional charges than when selling from a physical store, such as postage fees or express delivery chargers. Another study was conducted by (Clay et al (2008) and has found that shipping costs tend to be more expensive than sales taxes and, therefore, total prices were generally higher at online bookstores than in physical bookstores.

However, I would not agree with this point; my argument is pure players are creating considerable threat to the existence of brick-and-mortar businesses in modern retain industry. My first reason is that this study (Lee and Gosain, 2006) was conducted a decade ago and during recent years, the internet and e-business have had a great deal of developments. Therefore, Secondly, although online businesses cannot sell everything at a lower price, many virtual businesses, such as eBay and Amazon, sell good quality products at a lower price. For example, if Amazon books are considered, they have a range of second hand books at a very low-price range. Since they have categorised those second-hand books based on prevailing quality, customers can enjoy more buying options, rich information, more convenience and a low-price level.  Thirdly, a busier lifestyle has changed customer buying behaviour and, therefore, many people use smart phones and prefer online shopping as a convenient and time saving method. Alternatively, parcel collection has also become easier than ever. For example, Morrisons’ supermarkets have recently launched Amazon lockers inside their stores, where people can book a locker, free of charge, at the Amazon checkout (Morrisons, 2018). Hence, people can easily collect their parcels once they visit store. 
As an overall, I would like to state that, owing to the nature of the business, more ‘pure players’ are enjoying the advantage of cost leadership strategy than ‘brick-and-mortar’ retailers and, therefore, they create a considerable threat to the existence of ‘bricks’. In order to sustain in the retail industry, therefore, bricks should act more innovatively and more flexibly by responding to the fast-developing technology and changing customer needs. 
2. Porter’s Generic Strategies in Practice
2.1. Analysing Threats for Bricks in UK Retail Industry
According to the reports of the Office for National Statistics (2018), UK online retail businesses recorded 17% of total retail sales in September 2017, and this is a 1.4% increase when compared with the records of 2016. On the other hand, the sales by ‘brick-and-mortar’ businesses have fallen by 2.3%. As per BDO’s High Street Sales Tracker (2018), by 2021, the UK’s online shopping market is expected to be the world’s fifth, in terms of total retail sales. Chadwick et al (2016) have conducted a “comprehensive and rigorous longitudinal review of the adoption of e-commerce within the UK retail sector” and have found that people under the age of 35, in particular, are more in the habit of paying for goods using their smartphones. Furthermore, the Office for National Statistics (2017) has also recorded that 15.1% of total online sales in 2017 were made by achieved by using smartphones. According to the predictions, smartphone penetration is expected to rise by 112% between 2017 and 2022.This trend indicates that the younger generation is massively moving in to online shopping and is creating a considerable threat to the future existence of ‘bricks’. On the other hand, independent online retailers have been able to challenge big retail brands as a result of the benefits of the online business platform, such as a progressively accessible supply chain and the low-cost e-commerce solutions. Cornerstone, is a good example of a company that sells men’s shaving products, toiletries and subscription-based skin care. According to Oliver Bridge (the founder of Cornerstone), the key strength of using an online platform is the ability to maintain direct relationships with customers and to modify the products by prioritising customer preferences (Bridge, 2017). They also plan to offer a range of products by offering a dynamic personalisation feature, where customers can further customise their products according to their individual preferences. Overall, this trend of independent online retailers can be considered as another threat to the ‘brick-and-mortar’ retailers in the UK retail industry. 
When the emerging trends of ‘brick-and-mortar’ retailers are considered, these retailers are adapting technologies in order to improve their businesses. The companies, such as grocery retailer Lidl, cosmetics retailer Charlotte Tilbury and clothing retailer Primark are experimenting with virtual reality. For example, they send notifications to shoppers regarding ‘try on’ products, special discounts and offers. Conversely, another trend in the retail industry is that some of the online businesses who started as ‘pure players’, are showing an ongoing preference of developing a form of physical presence. For example, Amazon stepped into physical retail in 2015 by opening a bookstore, in Seattle, where YouTube opened its first Creator Stores in 2016, in New York and London (Burton, 2018). This decision has been taken by many ‘pure players’ with the expectation of providing more benefits for the shoppers, such as letting them physically view the products before they buy. On the other hand, these companies expect to enhance public awareness, because it is believed that physical stores can establish a stronger brand image in the minds of people, rather than online presence. This trend has become a considerable threat to ‘brick-and-mortar’ businesses in the retail industry and, therefore, they are compelled to find alternative solutions to stop customers being stolen from ‘brick-and-mortar' businesses.  
2.2.  Applying Generic Strategies to Modern E-Retail Industry

Even though there are many examples in the literature to support Porter’s generic strategies as an effective typology for achieving competitive advantage in traditional business contexts (Miller, 1988; Dess & Davis, 1984), the level of effectiveness of Porter’s classification in the modern e-business era is still questionable. Since the electronic business has become very advanced, it supports businesses to overcome physical boundaries and distance, product storage issues, workforce issues and allows them to create a platform to serve very large audiences, very efficiently.  Still there are some limitations to online business; for example, there are not world-wide accepted standards for a minimum level of service, convenience and quality for e-business (Turban, 2018). In addition, security and safety in online business is also a considerable issue, but companies are currently introducing high standard, technical solutions to protect their shoppers from online fraud. In order to have a thorough understanding, it is essential to assess how each generic strategy of Porter’s framework is applicable to the UK e-retail industry, particularly for ‘brick-and-mortar’ businesses, to gain competitive advantage against ‘pure players’.

2.2.1. Cost Leadership Strategy

According to recent studies indicate that ‘brick-and-mortar’ businesses have collapsed within the UK retail industry. To support this, in 2017, the contribution of ‘brick-and-mortar’ businesses to the total sales in the UK retail industry is recorded as 2.3% (Office of statistics, 2018). The major reason behind this failure is identified as changing customer preferences towards online businesses. For example, ‘pure players’ are creating increasing pressure on ‘brick-and-mortar’ businesses, especially in terms of the price of products. The ‘brick-and-mortar’ businesses who used to sell products by adapting ‘cost leadership’ strategy faced a huge threat from online businesses, because they started selling at even lower than the lowest price assigned by the ‘bricks. For example, Toys R Us is a ‘brick-and-mortar’ retailer that pays for maintaining storage showrooms, sales personnel and service departments, where Amazon is a ‘pure player’ that does not necessarily maintain any of these features and facilities. On the other hand, since many online companies currently allow their shoppers to do instant, online price comparisons, the cost leadership strategy strongly applies to buyers who are price sensitive. Furthermore, online companies notify their shoppers regarding price cuts, offers and discounts through smartphone apps, emails and other social media, hence cost leadership has become more effective for the ‘clicks’ and ‘pure players’ rather than for the traditional ‘brick-and-mortar’ businesses in the retail industry (Laudon, 2015). 

However, this argument is questionable in terms of Primark and Lidl, who are effectively practising cost leadership strategy and enjoying the benefits by successfully competing with the ‘clicks' and ‘pure players'. Primark is a ‘brick-and-mortar’ company in the cloth retail industry, which recorded a very strong market share in the UK, particularly in 2016, with 10% higher growth than in 2017. Primark has a 6.9% share of the UK clothing market, in which Next is at 7.1% (The Guardian, 2018). Therefore, considering the market value and growth rate, business analysts predict that Primark is going to overtake ‘Next’ very soon (Ref14). Regardless of online absence, both companies are enjoying the benefits of cost leadership strategy. When Primark is considered, it can be argued that online presence is not a critical success factor in the cloth industry, since most of the shoppers prefer to try clothes on before making the final buying decision. The company offers a wide range of fashion at a lower price but there is, however, an issue of quality and durability when compared with other cloth retailers such as Marks and Spenser and Zara.  It is believed that Primark’s strategy matches with young generation who prefer changing their fashion over a short time period. Since they change their fashion more quickly, they don’t consider buying very expensive, durable clothes and, thus, Primark is the best place for them (The Guardian, 2018). 
Overall, it can be seen that the nature of business has led 'pure players’ to enjoy most of the benefits of cost leadership strategy, and it has created huge challenges for ‘brick-and-mortar’ businesses, particularly in terms of achieving sustainable competitive advantage. Furthermore, despite a few retailers, such as Lidl and Primark, cost leadership strategy does not seem to be effective for many parts of the retail industry. 

2.2.2. Differentiation Strategy

According to Porter (1980), differentiation is a key strategy for achieving competitive advantage through creating a unique range of products which differ to those of the competitors. Different companies do differentiation based on different components, such as customer service, design, reputation, technology, image, networks and product features. According to the view of Porter, a successful differentiation strategy can clearly distinguish a company from its competitors and is also difficult to imitate. When traditional ‘brick-and-mortar’ businesses are considered, it can be clearly seen that they have more opportunities for distinguishing themselves based on service departments, showrooms, and sales personnel. Furthermore, Porter (1980) strongly believed that physical appearance can create a stronger brand image on the minds of people and, therefore, differentiation can be established more easily than with web-based businesses. However, this study was conducted three decades ago, and currently there is a more rapid development in the e-retail industry than ever before. When online retailers are considered, lower switching costs have encouraged them to pursue a differentiation strategy. Furthermore, e-retailers have given access to information which was impossible to obtain from traditional ‘brick-and-mortar’ industries; for example, online shoppers can see the firms that offer differentiated features and additional values by using just a few mouse clicks. Hence, as a result of fast growing e-businesses, people have become more knowledgeable and, therefore, e-businesses are required to come up with additional, more innovative ways to distinguish their products from other e-businesses (Tansey et al, 2014). 
To conclude, it can be recommended that bricks can gain more advantages from differentiation strategy than pure platers, however, in order to face the competition, bricks should adapt modern trends and developments in to their business. Hence, bricks should employ the best combination of generic strategies as matching with the emerging customer needs.
2.2.3.  Focus Strategy

As discussed by Porter (1980), focus strategy targets certain groups of buyers, geographic areas or product lines within the market. The companies can highlight either low costs or differentiation strategy to serve particular market segments. According to the findings of Chaffey (2015), the fast-growing internet has created a wide space for new entrants to compete against large organisations by establishing small or medium-sized firms which only serve a specific market niche.  Furthermore, many of these SMEs in the e-retail industry are maintaining lower break-even points and, therefore, are able to compete even with the large companies who maintain higher levels of fixed costs. In addition to this, online retailers have been able to customise their products, in order to satisfy the specific requirements of the shoppers. For example, in the clothing retail industry, there are large numbers of online firms, who only serve specific market niches by offering shoppers customised clothes. These companies are encouraged by online platforms like Amazon and eBay and, hence, it has become easier to serve market niches which are not physically reachable. On the other hand, it has been discovered that it is easier it is to estimate demand when the segment becomes more specific. 

When the UK retail industry is considered, it is one of the largest e-retail industries in Europe and, therefore, online platforms and e-business firms have created huge stress for the small and medium size ‘bricks’, particularly in terms of cost and brand identity. For example, Amazon creates huge pressure on the off-street bookstores, because Amazon can sell books at a lower price, shoppers can read reviews before buying a book and, in addition, they can see alternative options.  It is, therefore, easy to choose the most suitable one. In terms of electric items, many offline stores seem to be leaving the market as a result of low price items available within the online market. Offline grocery retailers are facing the same issue because customers prefer shopping online where they can save their time, money and effort. The relevance, therefore, of the focus strategy for ‘brick-and-mortar’ businesses in the modern business world should be questioned (Speculand, 2014). 
3. Analysing case studies

To further demonstrate that Porter’s view on generic strategies are not more relevant to achieving sustainable competitive advantage for ‘brick-and-mortar’ businesses, I will briefly analyse three companies (see below). Firstly, the competitive strategies of local retail shops will be considered since they play an important role in UK ‘brick-and-mortar’ retail industry. The second company is Morrisons which was founded by William Morrison in 1899 and operated as a ‘brick-and-mortar’ business until 2013. The third consideration is Toys R Us, which is a ‘brick-and-mortar’ retailer and recently went into administration. The current applicability of Porter’s generic strategies can be further examined using the above-mentioned examples and, therefore, the best strategic options for each scenario can be further determined. 
3.1. Local Retailers and Porter’s Generic Strategies

According to Turban et al (2018) local shops have had a stable market share in the UK retail industry over recent decades. As presented in graph 1, neighbourhood stores increased by 18% in real terms from 2002 to 2012. The majority of these firms are ‘brick-and-mortar’ SMEs, such as off-licence stores. They are successfully surviving in the retail industry by facing the challenging competition of large supermarkets.
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Graft 01: Retail Expenditure: Great Britain (Source: Office for National statistics, 2013)

Hence it is important to evaluate their competitive strategies and determine the applicability of Porter’s generic strategies in order to gain sustainable competitive advantage. When off-license shops are considered, Tansey (2014) argues that there is no specific generic strategy applied to them. Their price ranges are higher than those of the supermarkets and, therefore, it is clear that off-licences do not necessarily follow a ‘cost focus’ strategy. Alternatively, their product range is quite similar to each other’s and, therefore, differentiation focus strategy does not apply to them. However, the study shows that there was considerable development of neighbourhood stores from 2002-2012. A study conducted by (Sonnenfeldt, 2017) found that one of the main reasons behind the success of these local stores is a very efficient use of their space. Neighbourhood stores effectively support local residents in satisfying their day-to-day needs more conveniently.  Graph 2 indicates that there is a considerable development of neighbourhood retail facilities during the given period.
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Graph 02: Sales density: Great Britain (Source: Office for National statistics, 2013)

A second strong reason is their customer focus and strong links with the local community. Strong communication has led local stores to maintain a regular customer base and, therefore, they have been able to achieve sustainability in the market by facing challenging competition from supermarkets. Alternatively, McGrath (2013) has found that lower capital investment, simple business models and fewer capital investments have made owners more comfortable in attempting to survive in their businesses longer than large supermarkets. 
Although Porter said that a firm which does not follow any of the generic strategies might become ‘stuck in the middle', his typology does not apply to the development of these local stores. Instead, their strong communication links and efficient use of space have made them succeed within retail industry. However, future research can be conducted analyse their competitive strategies in-detail, possibly by using more recent statistics. 
3.2. Morrisons 

Morrisons is one of the largest supermarket chains in the UK and was a ‘brick-and-mortar’ retailer until 2013. However, the company recorded a 2.5% sales drop in December 2012, as a result of the competition by rivals with a strong, online presence. Therefore, Dalton Philips the CEO of the company (2010-2015), started thinking about opening online stores together with a home delivery service. After this implementation, the company could relaunch its brand name with a new direction and, furthermore, they could successfully save their competitive position (Morrisons, 2018). So, by considering Morrisons’ experience, it can be clearly argued that sustainable competitive advantage strongly depends on a firm’s strategic flexibility and the ability to adapt to new trends in an innovative way.  Morrisons’ story indicates, therefore, that Porter’s (1980) art of sustainable competitive advantage does not seem to be practical any more. 

When Morrisons’ current competitive strategy is considered, it can be seen that the company follows the strategy of cost leadership, as well as differentiation. Morrisons produce low cost products at a given level of quality.  For example, they have their own manufacturing factories, distribution centres, own transport lorries and 2,700 employees to produce 29 million packs of fresh fruit and vegetables every week (Morrisons, 2018). In addition, Morrisons’ ability to produce fresh, in-store products has enabled the company to be differentiated from its competitors such as Tesco, Aldi, Lidl and so on. Therefore, Morrisons is following the strategy of ‘best practice’ where the best possible combination of generic strategies is applied in order to maintain sustainable competitive advantage over its competitors. This contradicts Porter’s view of a ‘stuck in the middle’ situation. Porter said that if a company tries to follow more than one generic strategy at a time, the particular company performs less well than its competitors. This, however, is not true with Morrisons’ case. 

3.3. Toys R Us

The third consideration is Toys R Us, an American toy and juvenile-products retailer, which was a ‘brick-and-mortar’ retailer and launched toysrus.com in 1999 however reported having very limited online presence (Toys R Us, 2018). The company was also playing a leading role in the UK toy retail industry for many years. Although it was rated as the second largest retailer during the 1990s, recent announcements indicate that the company has collapsed and gone into administration. Therefore, it is very important to analyse the story of Toys R Us further and identify the key issues behind its failure. Toys R Us was a leading retail chain which specialized in toys; they have been able to maintain uniqueness through focusing on a limited range of products rather than generalising like many other competitors. Their branch chain focussed on the ‘out of town’ concept by aiming at customers who travel out of town to make specialist purchases. Therefore, it can be argued that Toys R US was gaining competitive advantage during many decades by following the generic strategy of differentiation (Wang et al, 2002). The company maintained comparatively high price ranges in comparison to its competitors and, therefore, it can be clearly seen that they were not focussed on cost leadership strategy. This story indicates that Toys R Us was successfully following Porter’s typology, since they practised a single generic strategy over many decades. Although the company acted according to the Porter art of sustainable competitive advantage, they still collapsed. Therefore, the question I am going to answer here is ‘Why did Toys R Us fail in competing in the toy retail industry? What other brick-and-mortar retailers can learn from Toys R Us?

· Poor Innovation

The history of Toys R Us indicates very poor innovation, which led the company to lose its ability to compete with rivals such as Argos and Amazon. Over time, the stores seemed tired and unloved and, therefore, it was not a place of joy for children anymore. Kids from generations to generation have different interests but Toys R Us failed to understand emerging trends of and update their products and services innovatively. This was a key factor behind their failure.  In order to stay in the market for long time, bricks should strongly consider that they are innovative enough to identify and treat changing needs of the customers. 
· Poor Location

Toys R Us followed the ‘out of town' concept by differentiating their location service from their competitors. This concept made their success in the 1980s and led to their collapse in 2018. Nowadays, a busy life schedule makes it difficult for people to travel out of town to make specialist purchases. Other UK retailers, with extensive toy sections such as Argos and Entertainer, adapted to this trend by expanding into high streets and supermarkets. Therefore, poor visibility and accessibility made Toys R Us unfamiliar and unpopular with most parents and children (Andam, 2014). The lesson is, since bricks do not have vast online presence, they should highly consider on their positioning strategies as coping the changing trends of the society. 
· It’s a Digital Age

Regardless of what generic strategy is used, a company should always keep informed on emerging trends of target customers. Children in this digital era are increasingly adapting to advanced technical instruments such as tablets, game consoles and smartphones. Therefore, retailers have moved into selling toys with high-tech solutions. However, Toys R Us failed to grow adequately and survive the changing demands of their target audience; this is leading factor behind their collapse. Therefore, it is really important to conduct a continuous market research and ensure that firms are responding to the challenging market needs. 
· Lack of a USP

Though Toys R Us was initially able to follow a differentiation strategy by maintaining their uniqueness through offering a limited and high standard range of toys. This concept is no longer valid in the current retail industry.  Today's competitive online markets have given customers the opportunity to compare and contrast the price and quality of different products, and, therefore, switching between different alternatives is easier than ever. When Toys R Us is considered, without a strong unique selling point it was very difficult for them to maintain a loyal customer base (Chiu, 2014). 

Overall, the case of Toys R Us indicates that even when firms successfully follow Porter’s typology of generic strategies, sustainable competitive advantage is only a dream unless they understand changing customer needs and innovatively modify their businesses.  

4. Discussion: Can Generic Strategies Outweigh Modern Winning Strategies? 

In order to further assess the ability of ‘brick-and-mortar’ businesses to achieve sustainability in the market as ‘bricks’, it is essential to examine modern winning strategies that have become essential factors behind the success of modern retailers. The question ‘Can Generic Strategies Outweigh Modern Winning Strategies?’ will, therefore, be assessed by analysing winning strategies against Porter’s generic strategies. 

According to the view of Majumdar (2015), competitiveness is at the heart of Porter’s generic strategies. However, his approach is outdated because winning strategies have largely changed over time. Modern winning strategies are focused on engaging customers, creating the future and generating long-term value for all stakeholders in more creative and innovative ways. Hence, competitive advantage has become a concept beyond just positioning, in which it mostly concerns itself out-performing the competition. Strategic thinking, therefore, should be innovative, in order to make sense of the future in a better way than competitors, and shaping it for the achievement of future benefits. Through analysing different research findings and evaluating the above discussed case studies, five winning strategies can be derived; ‘brick-and-mortar’ businesses should consider these winning strategies in order to achieve sustainability in the retail industry. 

The first winning strategy is about direction and choices. Although Porter presents the markets as stable, it’s not practical anymore and, therefore, finding a position is not enough to survive in the market for a long period of time. As Muruganantham and Priyadharshini (2017) further explained, strategy is a roadmap to achieve future development by creating sustainable value in the market. Therefore, retailers should be flexible and choose the best according to the prevailing trends of the industry. The best evidence which supports this winning strategy is the failure of Toys R Us. Retailers should create strategies in order to decide where to compete, how to compete, and not just to be different from competitors but also to develop innovative purposes, programmes business models and customer experiences. 

The second modern winning strategy is customers matter more than competitors in the modern retail industry. Porter has introduced the competitive revels as the most important factor which decides the sustainability of a firm (Turban, 2018). However, the rapidly changing customer needs has influenced retailers to search for deeper insights, to be relevant, analytical and intuitive over time. Customer-centricity has led organisations to think more innovatively and to recognise them as a guiding star, and therefore, it is not sufficient to just serve them well. Therefore, a modern winning strategy for customers would not be in agreement with Porter’s typology because the positioning can be determined as relevance more than difference. For example, retailers such as Morrisons and the John Lewis Partnership entered into online business as soon as they understood the necessity of being relevant and satisfying emerging customer needs. 

The third winning strategy concerns dynamic and connected markets. The retail industry was not that dynamic and connected during the time when Porter introduced generic strategies. However, nowadays, a firm might be challenged by a competitor from any part of the world and, therefore, physical boundaries have become less important (Hammond, 2017). Modern technology has created a rapidly changing nature of communication, media, entertainment and sport; therefore, companies need a continual process of rethinking markets, business models, solutions and customer experiences in order to out-think others. Hence, Porter’s view on maintaining a unique strategy for the long-term does not seem to be effective anymore (Hammond, 2017). Therefore, ‘brick-and-mortar’ businesses in the modern retail industry should gain the advantage of the connected market, by adapting more communication and technological solutions for their businesses. For example, Primark is maintaining an attractive web page by showing their newest and most popular items, with the purpose of attracting online shoppers to their physical stores. Alternatively, many ‘brick-and-mortar’ businesses in the retail industry have started notification systems, which enable customers to receive notifications of special offers and discounts.  

Fourthly, organisations have become more like ecosystems than value chains. Porter gave higher priority to concepts such as traditional linear value chains and advantages of large scales, but these models are becoming a part of the past. As a result of developing business ecosystems, it has been essential to think beyond the traditional linear model, which assumes that companies should focus on their core competencies to make things by themselves. Instead, companies should? partner with others, who can do most of what company does in a better way, which can increase the advantages over the time (Is this what you are trying to say?). Alternatively, increasing online presence has encouraged firms to move towards effective partnerships and succeed through implementing better visions and ideas in more profitable ways.  Therefore, there is a trend of focusing niches of highly relevant customers by staying small, agile and smart (Sonnenfeldt, 2017).

Conclusion and Recommendations 
As discussed in the above chapters, Porter’s view of Generic Strategies are less applicable to the modern ‘brick-and-mortar’ businesses in the UK retail industry. Porter introduced these strategies for traditional ‘brick-and-mortar’ businesses during the early 1980’s when web-based businesses were not in existence. Unlike in those days, technology is rapidly changing and, therefore, it has mostly affected the traditional ‘brick-and-mortar’ businesses in the modern era. The nature of the competition has largely changed during the last decades and, therefore, the ‘brick-and-mortar’ businesses in the modern retail industry should develop ‘best practice’ by deciding on a best combination of strategies, as well as by being more innovative, creative and strategically flexible. Additionally, customer preferences have been transformed over the years, and the younger generation, in particular, exhibit an emerging trend of moving towards online shopping through smart phone applications. All of these factors have impacted equally upon the ‘brick-and-mortar’ businesses in the modern era and, therefore, it has been difficult for them to achieve sustainable competitive advantages just by following Porter’s typology of ‘Generic Strategies’. Overall, it can be concluded that the power of modern, winning strategies has outweighed the applicability of Porter’s typology of 'Generic Strategies’ and therefore, his argument of ‘stuck-in-the-middle’ does not relevance to the ‘brick-and-mortar’ in the modern retail industry. 
Therefore, in order to achieve sustainable competitive advantage, ‘bricks’ should, as a necessity, understand changing customer preferences and adapt modern winning strategies into their businesses. Instead of Porter’s generic strategies, I would like to recommend the Mintzberg (1992) model of 5P’s, which ‘brick-and-mortar’ businesses can use this model to achieve sustainable competitive advantage over the long-run. As shown in figure 3, Mintzberg (1992) introduced 5P’s as the model to maintain a successful strategy over the long-run by effectively responding to changing market forces.  This model contains five different approaches, namely, Plan, Ploy, Pattern, Position and Perspective. I would suggest this approach as the best approach for the ‘bricks’ in the modern retail industry because it helps them to achieve sustainable competitive advantage through successfully adapting emerging market trends.  
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Figure 03: A strategy for Bricks (Mintzberg, 1992)
The first approach is Plan, which focuses on the initial stage where a brick-and-mortar retailer naturally starts thinking about updating their strategy.  Here, ‘bricks’ should carefully determine where they are and where they would like to be in the future. They should clearly identify prevailing gaps and analyse them in-detail. The second approach of Mintzberg (1992) is Ploy, where ‘bricks' can start turning their focus to the competition. Here, firms can focus modern winning strategies used by ‘clicks’ and ‘pure players’ to achieve the competitive advantage. Mintzberg (1992) recommends that companies use a two-fold approach, so that they can always stay one step ahead of the competition. As shown in figure 4, at first ‘bricks’ should seek effective approaches of achieving competitive advantage, such as innovation, creativity, initiatives and so on. Additionally, they should have a proper operational focus to ensure that they are retaining the quality of the product/service. 
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Figure 04: Planning and its two-fold approach for bricks (Mintzberg, 1992)
The third approach which should be adapted by bricks-and-mortar retailers to achieve sustainable strategy is ‘pattern’, where firms should maintain continuous attention on what is going on.  They have to evaluate previous patterns and determine where and why they went wrong. Next, they can seek new ways to enhance the pattern, by leveraging pattern into future success (Mintzberg, 1985). For example, market patterns are often unplanned, but the key is that Bricks should be able to identify such pattern and incorporate them into their strategy. Overall, in order to go forward, ‘bricks’ should remain flexible and always be willing to alter their existing patterns.
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Figure 05: Pattern strategy (Mintzberg, 1992)
According to Mintzberg’s 5P’s model, the fourth consideration for ‘bricks’ should be looking at their position in the marketplace. As discussed in the above chapter, ‘bricks’ in the modern retail industry are losing their market share, day-by-day, as result of the huge competition of ‘clicks’ and ‘pure players’. Many ‘bricks’, such as Toys R Us and Maplin, are disappearing from the marketplace because they failed to position themselves in the market and sustain this over long run. Therefore, ‘bricks’ should analyse how they are going to play against the big names in the retail industry, such as Amazon and eBay. ‘Bricks’ should also re-analyse their positioning strategy in terms of sales methods, media of communication, approaches of pricing and methods of promoting. However, it is essential to maintain a continuous process of market research and projections, therefore giving themselves the chance to choose the best strategic options to achieve a sustainable market position. To assure sustainability of the competitive advantage, bricks can use Barney’s (1995) VRIO framework and ensure that their resources and capabilities are valuable, rare, costly to imitate/non-substitutable and able to organise to capture.
The fifth approach, which should be practiced by ‘bricks’ is ‘perspective’. Every ‘brick-and-mortar’ business in the retail industry should consider developing their unique perspective.   For example, they can focus on developing either one or a mixture of quality, execution and cost control, according to the best approach, as satisfying changing customer needs. Despite whatever strategy they employ, however, it is essential to retain innovation and creativity, all of the time. Meanwhile, ‘bricks' should consider the needs of the culture, as well as maintaining employee trust throughout this journey. 
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Figure 06: Purposive strategy (Mintzberg, 1992)
To summarise the 5P’s model (Mintzberg, 1985), this not only helps ‘brick-and-mortar’ retailers to get a good handle on their strategy, right up front, but it also motivates firms to think through different angles, which they might not have considered previously. Porter’s typology of generic strategies does not have relevance for ‘brick-and-mortar’ businesses in the modern retail industry in terms of achieving sustainable competitive advantage and, therefore, Porter’s typology can be replaced by Mintzberg 5P’s model, which helps ‘bricks’ to sustain their businesses, moving toward a successful future. 
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