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Abstract. This paper focuses on a proactive approach to bargaining power at-
tainment via supplier-buyer alliance in a Five Forces framework. The case study 
first comprehensively analyzes the motion picture industry with the Five Forces 
Model, and incorporates the Resource Based View to illustrate the bargaining 
power of suppliers. An empirical case from the industry is discussed to exemplify 
the supplier-buyer alliance as a potential strategy to attain bargaining power in 
the supply chain. The foundation of the alliance is established on the heterogene-
ity of the bargaining power of buyers and suppliers. The process of bargaining 
power borrowing from the buyers to the suppliers can be observed in this rela-
tionship. This paper also proposes social media as a major form of the supplier-
buyer alliance and points out the importance of a balanced social media presence. 
This study suggests that firms that play as suppliers in the supply chain should 
proactively seek sources of bargaining power by building the supplier-buyer al-
liance.  

Keywords: The Five Forces Model, Bargaining power, Supplier-buyer alliance, 
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1 Introduction 

The Five Forces Model has been a popular tool to conduct competitive analysis among 
scholars and business professionals since it was first introduced by Michael E. Porter 
in 1979 and later developed by Porter himself and numerous scholars [1][2]. While the 
theory extended the boundary of competition from narrowly defined industry rivalry to 
five competitive forces (customers, suppliers, existing rivals, potential entrants, & sub-
stitute products) as proposed by Porter [2], this theoretical tool is usually implemented 
with a passive posture. That is, the Five Forces Model tends to be used in the analysis 
of the profitability of an industry as a whole, from a rather static perspective. Thereby, 
the power of an individual player to shift the competition and gain bargaining power is 
somewhat marginalized in the process. Meanwhile, the premise that the competition is 
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determined by five separate forces limits the discussion on the interaction between dif-
ferent competitive forces. 

This paper focuses on the interaction between the two forces, the suppliers and buy-
ers, in a five forces model of the industry competition, and its strategic implication for 
gaining bargaining power as a player in the industry supply chain. A recent noteworthy 
case from the motion picture industry will be discussed to understand the potential form 
and influence of such interaction. A sophisticated five forces analysis of the motion 
picture industry will be conducted first to examine the competitive environment which 
allows the interaction to take place. This paper tries to provide a proactive approach for 
strategists and decision makers to actively increase bargaining power in the supply 
chain under the five forces framework.  

As the supplier-buyer relationship has been a subject of study for many scholars over 
the years, it needs to be clarified here that the definition of  the term “supplier-buyer 
relationship” in this paper is essentially different from the previous studies [3][4][5]. 
Rather than the direct seller-buyer relationship, which was referred to in the above-
mentioned studies using the phrase “supplier-buyer relationship”, the word “supplier” 
and “buyer” in this paper are respect to the intermediate firm in the supply chain. They 
are equivalent to the suppliers and buyers in the Five Forces Model.  

2 An Overview of the Motion Picture Industry: A Five 
Forces Perspective 

2.1 Existing Rivalry, Threat of Entrants, Threat of Substitutes 

The structure of the industry largely determines the intensity of rivalry among existing 
competitors. According to Watson [3], the motion picture industry is dominated by 
large film studios such as Warner Bros., Disney and Universal. These film studios tend 
to be business divisions of larger entertainment companies, as filmmaking is a capital-
intensive business. This leads to rather an intense rivalry within the industry as these 
studios are all similarly sizable and powerful. As the demand for movies is highly sea-
sonal, these firms often directly compete with one another during the same release win-
dow [3] The high exit barrier also contributes to the intense rivalry as firms incur a 
considerable fixed cost.  

The threat of new entrants is generally low in the motion picture industry, but is 
increasing over recent years. First, each stage of the value chain requires intensive cap-
ital investment with an uncertain level of return on investment, which contributes to the 
high entry barrier. Second, film production requires specific assets such as machines, 
facilities, human resources, and production licenses, which are difficult and costly to 
acquire for newcomers [6]. Third, the strong existing firms, which have achieved econ-
omies of scale, can impose considerable competitive stress on the new entrants. Their 
relationship with major theater chains leads to unequal access to distribution channels, 
which is also a high entry barrier. However, the occurrence of alternative distribution 
channels moderates the high entry barrier. Movies can now be distributed virtually 
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online via video sharing platforms and streaming services, which is less costly com-
pared with the traditional yet declining theater-release approach.  

The threat of substitutes is high in the motion picture industry. The motion picture 
industry thrived during the Great Recession in the 1930s as the result of people seeking 
affordable leisure during the economic crisis [3]. The underlying implication of this 
counter-cyclical prosperity is that movies are essentially entertainment products. There 
currently are many alternatives for entertainment available that can substitute the 
movie-going experience. In addition, the technological development has driven down 
the cost of many leisure activities including TV and video streaming. With the marginal 
cost of watching TV or viewing a video online inclining to zero, movies are no longer 
the optimal choice of leisure that provides the best price-utility trade-off compared with 
other entertainment activities. Meanwhile, consumers can switch easily from movies to 
other substitute entertainment products or services without incurring many additional 
costs.  

2.2 Bargaining Power of Suppliers and Buyers 

A salient characteristic of the motion picture industry is its project-based nature, which 
can also be observed in other industries such as architecture, law and consultation  [6]. 
This indicates that certain resources required for movie production are often temporar-
ily integrated and combined when the production project initiates, and disintegrated 
when the project ends. This feature of the motion picture industry differentiates it from 
other industries, and also implies a different mechanism of bargaining power generation 
and acquisition within the industry. Therefore, a  Resource Based View (RBV) will be 
simultaneously used to aid the breakdown of the bargaining powers [7]. Additionally, 
due to the project-based nature, the analysis will be on a project-by-project basis. A 
project refers to a movie going through its complete life cycle from idea generation to 
its market exit from its primary release platforms, which typically are movie theaters.  

The production process of a movie can be divided into four stages: idea for-
mation/acquisition; pre-production; principal shooting; post-production [3]. these dif-
ferent stages of film production incorporate the involvement of various groups of sup-
pliers. The bargaining power of these suppliers should be discussed separately due to 
the difference in their function and nature. Suppliers can be divided into three groups: 
equipment suppliers; production crew; stars including actors, directors, composers, et-
cetera. Equipment suppliers provide hardware such as films, cameras, and lights to th e 
studios. The industry for filmmaking hardware is quite concentrated. Meanwhile, some 
suppliers offer differentiated products such as IMAX’s 70mm film and cameras. Con-
sequently, the bargaining power of these suppliers can be high as they provide essential 
equipment in film production.  

Stars are not categorized as the same type of suppliers as the production crew mainly 
because of the difference in the resources they possess. To differentiate these two types 
and evaluate their respective bargaining powers, the Resource Based view (RBV) is 
adopted. RBV suggests that firms gain competitive advantages based on the unique 
bundle of resources they possess [7]. The bargaining power of ordinary production crew 
ranges from low to medium, mainly because, first, there are many qualified suppliers 
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in the film project; second, existing companies face low supplier switching costs in the 
early stage of production; third, due to their asset specificity, the production staff are 
heavily dependent on the industry. The asset specificity refers to the suppliers’ unique 
set of professional knowledge and skills which have significantly more value in the 
motion picture production than their other intended use [8][9]. They can increase their 
bargaining power through accumulating working experiences and exceling in profes-
sional skills, which differentiate their offerings.  

On the other hand, the bargaining power of the stars is usually high as the result of 
the resources they possess. Based on the VRIO framework proposed by Barney[7], the 
star power, is first, valuable, as it helps the production company offset some uncertainty 
of demand[10]; second, rare, as only a handful of people from the top of the industry 
pyramid possess it; third, costly to imitate, as it heavily depends on the past experiences, 
sometimes causally ambiguous, and influenced by the interpersonal relations in the 
business; Last, organized to capture value, as stars usually have agents allowing them 
to deploy their star power in an effective and mature system. The stars bring their re-
sources onboard in a movie project, which is perceived by the film studios as a contrib-
utive factor that increases the overall value of the project. In the meantime, some stars 
are able to forward integrate into the movie production industry, which further increases 
their bargaining power. In addition, one should recognize the connection between the 
production crew and the stars. In many cases, the stars started their career as members 
of the production crew. This implies a possible pathwa y for suppliers to attain more 
bargaining power.  

The bargaining power of buyers are high in the motion picture industry. Although 
the large number of individual buyers is not favorable in terms of gaining bargaining 
power, as explained by Porter [2], the availability of many substitutes offsets the nega-
tive impact. The consumption for movies, as an entertainment, is also regarded as un-
necessary purchases. This indicates the high bargaining power of buyers.  

3 Supplier-Buyer Alliance 

3.1 Case Background 

On November 17th, 2017, the movie Justice League was released in theaters around the 
world. The movie was a failure at box office, if not a financial disaster, for the studio. 
According to IMDB.com, an online database for movie, TV show, and celebrity rela ted 
information widely accepted in the marketing literature [8], the film's worldwide gross 
was only $658 million, despite its estimated $300 million budget. The direct reason for 
the poor quality and performance of Justice League was the inconsistency cau sed by 
the halfway step-out of the original director Zack Snyder and the takeover of director 
Joss Whedon, who was later brought onboard by the studio. While there were various 
correlated factors which led to the circumstance, the most prominent ones were the 
family tragedy suffered by Snyder, and the continuously growing mistrust from the 
studio executives [11]. In a word, it was a situation where a firm chose to switch to 
another supplier despite the switching cost and the possibility to compromise the pro d-
uct quality.  
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Following the release of Justice League, a social media campaign was launched by 
Snyder’s fans to call for the release of Snyder’s original version of the movie. As 
Snyder exited the project at the post-production stage, the last phase of film production 
process, although Snyder’s movie was still a  work-in-process by definition, it was near 
completion, which made the success of the campaign a possibility. Additionally, Snyder 
as a filmmaker with a distinctive cinematic style, has a long-term fan base rooted for 
his works. Over the course of three years the campaign had developed into a vocal 
community on multiple social media platforms under the banner of Release . The Snyder 
Cut (RTSC). On November 17th, 2019, in celebration of the two-year anniversary of 
Justice League’s theatrical release, the campaign reached its climax when the hashtag 
Release. The Snyder Cut trended on the social media platform Twitter with over 
770,000 tweets in 24 hours and a weekly total of over 1 million tweets [12]. A few 
months later, in May, 2020, the release of Snyder’s original version of Justice League, 
which was officially titled Zack Snyder’s Justice League, was announced by Snyder 
himself in a live stream event. On March 18th, 2021, Zack Snyder’s Justice League wa s 
released on Warner Media’s streaming platform HBOMax. The social media marketing 
campaign prior to the launch of the movie created 280.6 million engagements and 
reached 1.5 million unique social accounts, according to the report of Home Brew, the 
digital campaign company behind the social media marketing for Zack Snyder’s Justice 
League [13]. 

3.2 Foundation, Form & Strategic Implication of Supplier-Buyer 
Alliance 

In the case of Zack Snyder’s Justice League, a form of alliance between the director 
himself and the fans was established. They all campaigned towards a shared goal of 
making the Snyder’s cut of Justice League a reality by pressing the film studio. Under 
the Five Forces framework, this phenomenon can be described as an alliance between 
the supplier and buyer of the industry. The case of Zack Snyder’s Justice League was 
not only a comeback story of Snyder finishing his vision after three years, but also a 
comeback story of the supplier bargaining power. According to Breznican  [11], in big-
budget Hollywood projects, it is rare for directors to have total creative control. The 
studio usually wields more power than the suppliers. There are even lesser precedents 
for an exiled director to be brought back to the project with total creative control. How-
ever, contrary to this industry convention, the establishment of the supplier-buyer alli-
ance has given the director an unprecedented scale of bargaining power over the film 
studios, with which he managed to receive a greenlight for his second run of the project. 
To discover the reasons behind it, one should first examine the source of the supplier 
bargaining power in the motion picture industry. The major dilemma in the movie busi-
ness is the uncertainty of demand, which directly relates to the movie’s profitability  [3]. 
The project-based nature also determines that the production organization breaks up 
before the strategic outcome starts to reveal [6]. Consequently, it is hard to predict a  
movie’s revenue beforehand and adjust the strategy accordingly. What suppliers offer 
is essentially the power to reduce the demand uncertainty with their knowledge-based 
and property-based resources. According to Skilton [10], knowledge-based resources 
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include the technical skills and social knowledge possessed by the suppliers which can 
assist in ensuring the product quality; and property-based resources include the star 
power of the suppliers which brings readily available audience along with their involve-
ment in the project. This also implies that by attaining these two types of resources, 
average production crew member can increase their bargaining power to the star level. 

Although it is appropriate to argue that the bargaining power originates from the 
resources incorporated by the supplier, there is another possible interpretation  of its 
nature and origin. Both knowledge-based and property-based resources absorb the de-
mand uncertainty of movies. The better the quality is, more audiences may be attracted 
to pay for the ticket. The higher the star power, more readily available audien ces will 
see the movie when it is released. The audiences, in the Five Forces framework, accord 
with the role of the buyer. The resources which grant the suppliers bargaining power 
and the bargaining power of buyers indicate some degree of homogeneity, which lays 
the foundation of supplier-buyer alliance. In the aforementioned case, the fans, which 
represent the buyers, demands the input of Snyder, which represents one specific sup-
plier, in the final product. As discussed above, the bargaining power of buyers are high 
in the motion picture industry due to the variety of substitutes available. When buyers 
indicate a collective demand for one specific product, the demand uncertainty problem 
in the motion picture industry is substantially resolved. From the firm’s perspective, it 
can produce and launch the movie knowing there will be a solid demand. This increases 
the supplier bargaining power and allows suppliers to choose and take full control of 
their projects in the case of the motion picture industry. This was exactly what Snyder 
did. In an interview with journalist and book author O’Connell, Snyder revealed that 
he did bring this to the negotiation table with the studio executives, saying “the biggest, 
the most volume for any social media campaign for any m ovie Warner Bros. has ever 
done is for a movie that you never released” [12]. In this sense, the star power the 
suppliers possess which gives them bargaining power as demonstrated by Skilton [10], 
comes from the bargaining power of buyers via the “bargaining power borrowing” 
which takes place in the supplier-buyer alliance. This paper defines “bargaining power 
borrowing” as the process of suppliers attaining increased bargaining power which 
originated from the buyers. 

While supplier-buyer alliance can take va rious forms, in the modern society where 
information exchange and interpersonal connection largely take place on the Internet, 
one major form of alliance is through social media. In the case of the RTSC movement, 
the alliance was mainly based on social media platforms including Twitter and Vero, 
where the director would interact with the fan community and fans would voice their 
demand to see the Snyder’s version. Social media has evolved into a valuable tool for 
suppliers to increase their attractiveness. However, it does not mean one should exces-
sively count on social media to build attractiveness and gain bargaining power in the 
supply chain. Both deficient and excess intensity of social media activities can harm 
the supplier attractiveness. Active social media engagement makes the suppliers more 
prone to negative exposure than inactive suppliers [4]. Locating the sweet spot of social 
media engagement as a supplier is vital for strategists and decision makers in the supply 
chain.  
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The proven feasibility of the supplier-buyer alliance also encourages the suppliers to 
adopt a proactive approach. A common misconception among the suppliers is that they 
tend to perceive social media as a platform to maintain existing relationships. Whereas 
their downstream buyers tend to view social media as an aid in supplier pre-selection 
process [4]. As a supplier, actively seeking an alliance with potential end buyers can 
significantly increase their bargaining power when negotiating with the intermediate 
firm. 

4 Conclusion 

In conclusion, this paper demonstrated that in an industry like the motion picture indus-
try where the bargaining power of suppliers varies and the bargaining power of the 
buyers are high, suppliers can attain bargaining power over the intermediate firm via 
bargaining power borrowing from the buyers in a supplier-buyer alliance. The firms’ 
ability to proactively leverage the power of the competitive forces without fundamen-
tally changing the competition was emphasized, instead of reactively coping with the 
industry structure, or arduously reshaping the industry structure. The homogeneity of 
the supplier resources and bargaining power of buyers was revealed. The major form 
of alliance today is the social media alliance. On top of that, proper social media strat-
egy is indispensable for the success of the alliance. In addition to this, other forms of 
alliance may be studied by future researchers. A reverse relationship where a buyer may 
borrow bargaining power from the suppliers in a supplier-buyer alliance can also be 
discovered in the future.  
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