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E D I T O R ’ S  L E T T E R

Dear Decision Maker,

It's the end of  another year of  decision 
making with the Decision Review marking 

thits third year of  existence with the 14  
issue. In 2016 and 2017 it was quarterly 
with four issues in each year. However, in 
2018 we progressed into a bi-monthly 
with six issues in the course of  the year. 
The sustainability of  the product is 
gradually being established.

thIn this 14  issue, we are focusing on 
Sustainable Competitive Advantage, and 
the first feature is on how to “Maintain 
Your Competitive Advantage by Focusing 
on Your Most Valuable Asset – You” 
written by Hamlet Batista. This article  
takes us through the process of  
developing a track record of  success, 
through innovation, by; investing in your 
expertise, picking your battles, competing 
against yourself, sharing your secret and 
successes, and keep innovating.

Decision Feature 2 is on “7 Strategies to 
Define Your Competitive Advantage” put 
together by Joel Garfinkle, while Decision 
Feature 3 is on “You're Probably Keeping 
Tabs on Your Competitors All Wrong”, 
“Finding Your Competitive Advantage is 
the focus of  Decision Feature 4, while 
Decision Feature 5 states “Five Ways 
Your Business Can Grab Market Share 
Today”. These steps are; staying relevant 
through innovation, responding to 
customers fast, using customers’ ideas, 
snapping up competitors, and being more 
flexible.

Decision Review Issue 14, November - December, 2018
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Muritala Awodun, PhD
Editor-In-Chief
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Another  p rocess  o f  domina t ing 
competition is the basis of  Decision 
Feature 6 where “5 Ways to Dominate 
Your Competition” were spelt out as; 
outspending your competition with social 
currency, finding that gap and filling it, 
becoming an influencer in your industry, 
looking outside your industry, and getting 
people talking by creating an experience. 
The Decision Brief  Case is on “The Long 
Tai l  Model :  How the Internet is 
transfor ming the Economy” The 
Executive in this issue is Olukayode Pitan, 
a banker per excellence, and this is 
followed by the Strategic Humour 
Column with Executive Jokes.

Decision Feature 7 is on “Porter's Five 
Forces: Analysing the Competition” as 
presented by Marci Martin. In the 
Management Affairs  Column, we 
attempted to answer the question “What 
is Competitive Advantage? Here, we show 
how to identify and create competitive 
advantage, and how to gain competitive 
advantage.

The Management Tips states “Five Steps 
to get a Sustainable Competit ive 
Advantage, while Rethinking Tomorrow 
Column's focus is “Ahead of  the Pack: 4 
Wa y s  t o  K e e p  Yo u r  B u s i n e s s 
Competitive”. Management Decision 
Column is about “Adaptability: The New 
Competitive Advantage” by Martin 
Reeves and Mike Deimler. Strategic 
Repositioning column is on “Your 
Strategy Needs a Strategy”.

The Book Summaries Column in this 
issue, has five books on parade. These are; 
The Change Maker's Playbook, The Expertise 
Economy, Costovation, Business Chemistry, and 
The Long-Distance Leader.

It is our believe that this edition will 
provide you with the necessary inputs that 
will guide your decision making aright at 
your various levels in your organization.

“5 Ways to Dominate Your Competition” 

were spelt out as; outspending your 

competition with social currency, finding 

that gap and filling it, becoming an 

influencer in your industry, looking outside 

your industry, and getting people talking by 

creating an experience.
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“What's your competitive 
advantage -- your secret 
sauce?"

This is a question you'd better know the answer to 
if  you want any investor to take you seriously. 
Nevertheless, it's also one that caught me off  guard 
at a recent NJ Founders and Funders event.

Why? The investor was asking me which patents or 
trade secrets I held that made me stand out from 
the crowd. But, while I do hold patents, I don't 
consider them to be my competitive advantage. I'd 
guess that a number of  you probably feel the same 
way.

So, what did I tell the investor about my 
competitive advantage -- and what would I tell you?

 Your Most Valuable Asset - You

For many products and services, it's not simply 
about developing a competitive advantage 

-- it's about keeping one.

Hamlet Batista

Maintain Your 

Competitive
 by Focusing on
Advantage

Winning in business is like winning 
in chess.
Fo r  ma n y  p ro duc t s  a n d  s e r v i c e s ,  a n d 
commoditized ones in particular, it's not simply 
about developing a competitive advantage -- it's 
about keeping one. In my case with SEO, for 
example, any change I make to a website is public 
information. This means that it's relatively easy for 
determined competitors to review and copy any 
work that I do.

The same is true for most software products and 
services. Just consider, for example, how tech 
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giants have already commoditized artificial intelligence 
with their AI-as-a-service offerings. This goes to show 
that, as TeamFit co-founder Steven Forth said, "Once a 
service is well understood by its developers, buyers and 
consumers, and provides sufficient value, it will be 
commoditized."

As such, for industries where your strategies or products 
are easily replicable, maintaining a competitive advantage 
is a lot like maintaining a competitive advantage in chess: 
When everybody knows the same rules of  the game -- 
and can study the same strategies to win -- a strong track 
record and relentless innovation are the only things that 
can keep you on top.

In this sense, you are often your own competitive 
advantage.

Developing a track record of success through 
innovation
Accordingly, maintaining your competitive edge in 
business requires you to improvise and innovate in every 
new scenario that you face, relying on the intuition and 
confidence you've earned from your battle scars over the 
years. This helps you develop and maintain your 
reputation as someone who wins for your customers.

So, here are some quick tips to help you do just that:

1. Invest in your expertise.
The first step to building a strong reputation for yourself  
and your business is to choose a specific expertise -- and 
focus on developing it. Rather than trying to be the best 
at everything, try to be the best at one thing (or two or 
three, max). This same idea is one that has been repeated 
by one successful entrepreneur after another after 
another. Just make sure whatever skills you decide to 
focus on are important for you customers, and different 
from those of  your competitors.

2. Pick your battles.
While it's important to choose your areas of  expertise, it's 
equally as important to choose whom you work with. As 
such, a second recommendation is to think ahead and 
pick your battles wisely. In other words, work with the 
clients who will give you the best chance at success. This 
is not to say that you should only pick the low-hanging 
fruit. Rather, the idea is to work not just with any client, 
but only the ones you know you are best qualified to help.

3. Compete against yourself.
Just like chess players might compete against themselves 
as practice, you should challenge yourself  to improve 
each day. If  you achieved great results for one client, try 
setting the goal of  achieving even better results for the 

next one, and strategize ways you can build off  your 
takeaways from each previous engagement. The key here 
is to learn from your successes and failures so you can 
double down on your success and maintain a sharp 
competitive edge.

4. Share your secrets and successes.
You might be surprised to find that sharing some of  your 
valuable secrets can be a great strategy to force you to 
develop new ones. Additionally, instead of  keeping all of  
the knowledge you've learned to yourself, sharing it can 
be a smart public relations strategy to position yourself  as 
a leader. With this in mind, work with your most satisfied 
clients to publish your biggest wins as case studies or 
contributed articles (like this one) as a way to showcase 
your expertise.

5. Keep innovating.
Elon Musk recently defended the importance of  
relentless innovation, saying, "If  your only defense 
against invading armies is a moat, you will not last long. 
What matters is the pace of  innovation -- that is the 
fundamental determinant of  competitiveness." 
Ultimately, you achieve this by putting in the time to 
practice and hone your craft. This gives you the 
confidence and the intuition to adjust each time you face a 
new challenge, because things never happen the same way 
twice -- you always need to be able to adapt knowledge to 
new situations.

So, if  you are still looking for your competitive advantage, 
be sure to keep these tips in mind. Ultimately, it comes 
down to narrowing and refining your expertise, selecting 
the right clients and continuously adapting to new 
situations. As long as you keep this up, you'll keep a 
competitive edge that no one else can beat -- despite their 
attempts to try.

Maintaining your competitive 
edge in business requires you to 

improvise and innovate in every 
new scenario that you face, 
relying on the intuition and 

confidence you've earned from 
your battle scars over the years. 

This helps you develop and 
maintain your reputation as 
someone who wins for your 

customers.

Decision Review Issue 14, November - December, 2018
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h a t  i s  a  c o m p e t i t i ve 

Wadvantage and why should it 
matter to you? Competitive 
advantage is defined as the 
ability to stay ahead of  
p r e s e n t  o r  p o t e n t i a l 

competition. This is typically done by evaluating 
strengths and weaknesses of  competitors and 
seeing where you can fill in the gap or step up and 
improve.

Companies develop a competitive edge when they 
produce attributes that allow them to outperform 
their competitors.

Here are seven ways companies and individuals can 
create an edge.

1. Cost Leadership Strategy. Companies 
may place themselves ahead of  the pack 
by offering attractive pricing. Wal-Mart 

Strategies to 
Define your 7

by Joel Garfinkle

Competitive Advantage

and Amazon are two companies that 
have risen to the forefront by this 
strategy. While this is effective for 
companies, low pricing is seldom a 
desirable method for individuals.

2. Differentiation Strategy. Branding is 
likely the most widely used method to 
differentiate one company from another. 
With this method, a name like Nike or 
Rolex automatically assumes a status 
distinct and apart from all other shoes or 
watches. Individual executives using this 
method must seek to find a core strength 
or talent that separates them from the 
pack. Then they leverage this unique skill 
or ability through increasing their 
visibility and the perception of  its value 
to the company.

Decision Review Issue 14, November - December, 2018
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3. Innovative Strategy. Companies may 
move ahead of  the competition by doing 
things in new and different ways. Insightec 
has created a way to eliminate brain 
tumors and other cancers without cutting 
into the body. Clearly they gain a 
competit ive edge over tradit ional 
surgeries by reducing pain, risk, and long 
recovery time. People can gain a 
competitive edge as they discover and 
offer innovative ways of  doing things for 
the company. If  your ideas consistently 
result in benefits to the company you'll 
have that essential edge.

4. Operational Effectiveness Strategy. 
Some companies just do what they do 
better than anyone else. FedEx started out 
with an innovative strategy. But it 
continued its leadership — even after 
dozens of  other companies jumped into 
the overnight shipping business — by 
doing it very well. For individuals, this may 
mean creating systems of  operating or 
new ways to analyze data. When you do 
what you do very well, you gain a 
competitive advantage over those doing it 
the longer and slower way.

5. Technology Based Competitive 
Strategy. Since the time Henry Ford 
revolutionized the auto industry with the 
assembly line, companies have sought for 
a competitive edge using new technology 
or technology in a new way. Computers 
and applications continue to… perhaps 
briefly… give companies an advantage 
over the competition. Workers who 
embrace new technology and learn to 
master it nearly always redefine or increase 
their competitive advantage over those 
who resist new methods.

6. Adaptability Competitive Advantage. 
As markets, economies, and other factors 
change in this increasingly unstable and 
unpredictable environment, companies 
that can adapt have a distinct advantage. 
Typically this includes smaller or trendy 
companies, however even Apple has 
successfully negotiated the waves of  
change. Executives can bring adaptability 
to their core strength by being open to 
change. They can cross train and bring 
new and more current skills to the table. 
Perhaps, adaptability is foremost a state of  
mind.

7. The Information Advantage. Almost 
all the other strategies benefit from 
excellent information. The definition of  
competitive advantage is the skills 
needed to outpace your rivals. Most of  
those come through knowledge and 
information. Successful companies seek 
the latest in technology, strategies, and 
data.

Individuals who want to keep their competitive 
edge need to do the same.  There are many training 
programs available to help you work faster, 
smarter, and bring more value to yourself  and your 
employer. Listening to books on tape can also help 
you gain a competitive advantage.

In this cut-throat environment, it's essential that 
both businesses and individuals work to keep their 
competitive edge. With these seven strategies, you 
can position yourself  well ahead of  the pack.

The definition of 
competitive 

advantage is the 
skills needed to 
outpace your 

rivals. Most of 
those come through 

knowledge and 
information. 

Successful 
companies seek the 

latest in 
technology, 

strategies, and 
data.

Decision Review Issue 14, November - December, 2018
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ost companies say they collect competitive 

Mintelligence (CI), but most of  the time that 
means outdated scraps of  information 
divorced from the company's own strategy -
- or simply ignored: A study by Fuld + 

Company found that 45 percent of  competitive analyses it 
analyzed had no actual impact on management decisions -- 
even among experienced CI professionals.

Overall, the CI field hasn't changed much in the decades since 
its establishment in the 1980s, even though the intelligence 
data field itself  has evolved dramatically: Market-research firm 
IDC predicts, for instance, that the "digital universe" of  online 
data will reach 180 zettabytes in 2025; and that will mean a 
never-before-seen wealth of  competitive intelligence there for 
the taking.

So, if  your company is not yet involved in CI, it's time to start -- 
and that means more than just a review of  your competitors' 
press releases or getting product feedback on customer calls.

A company ignores the data available at its peril because its 
competitors may be a lot more active. CI, after all, has the 
potential to provide you a significant strategic advantage.

The problem is that most companies' CI practices are slow, 
narrowly focused and disconnected from the rest of  the 
organization. Here are three specific ways in which companies 
miss the mark with CI. Don't be one of  them.

Mistake 1: Doing CI research just once a year
In fact, you should be practicing CI daily.

Remember when people went into physical stores to browse 
and rent movies on video tape? That was Blockbuster's heydey, 
circa 2000, but it was about to end: Blockbuster failed to 
recognize the growing threat that was Netflix and the changing 
tide in the world of  on-demand entertainment.

It wasn't until 2004 that Blockbuster's leaders realized the 
threat and tried to act -- but it was too late; the company's 
decline continued until it filed for bankruptcy in 2010.

You're Probably 
Keeping Tabs on Your 
Competitors All Wrong

Data intelligence opportunities to find out about your competitors are exploding. 
What are you waiting for?

Decision Review Issue 14, November - December, 2018
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Reviewing CI on a quarterly, annual or less frequent 
basis is all too common, but dangerous. CI can 
indeed be time-consuming, especially when you're 
pulling in intelligence hidden in seldom-visited 
corners of  the internet. 

Some companies turn to consulting firms like 
Gartner or Kantar to help with deep-dive research 
projects once a year or quarterly briefings. Either 
scenario is simply too infrequent to take advantage 
of  real opportunities or mitigate developing 
threats.

CI, then, needs to be a daily practice. Don't just 
review the latest news alerts and social media posts; 
monitor new customer reviews, website messaging 
changes and freshly posted job openings; also look 
at help sites' articles.

Reviewing new intelligence daily makes annual 
analyses unnecessary. Instead, taking a few minutes 
each morning to process the latest developments 
allows you not only to analyze the intelligence, but 
also act while the intelligence is still relevant.

Zendesk has gone so far as to productize its CI 
process, adapting the OODA Loop (Observe, 
Orient, Decide, Act) to tackle CI in an agile way. 
Find a method that works for your team or borrow 
Zendesk's:

1. Observe CI data daily.
2. Orient around the intel to draw out 

actionable insights.
3. Decide which opportunities present the 

greatest return.
4. Act on the programs based on CI 

insights.

Mistake 2: Not looking at the whole picture
In fact, you should be examining even seeming 
minutiae like job listings and events.

When mortgage lender AmeriFirst Home 
Mortgage came across its competitor's internal 
training videos, the company knew it had hit gold. 

It could see where and how its competitors were 
investing so that AmeriFirst could be proactive 
about its own strategy. The message? CI is hidden 
everywhere, and the most valuable intelligence can 
be found in surprising places.

The most common CI practices focus on small 
activities like social media posts, news mentions 
and feedback from occasional customer or sales 
calls. But this leaves companies without the full 
picture of  their competitors' moves. Indeed, 77 
percent of  businesses surveyed said they viewed 
holistic intelligence as necessary for successful CI 
programs, according to the 2018 State of  Market 
Intelligence study released in January 2018 by my 
company, Crayon.

So where do you find this holistic intelligence? 
Oftentimes, the more critical intelligence is not 
available on social or news channels. And by the 
time something has surfaced there, the window of  
opportunity to take advantage has passed.

Job descriptions, for example, show where a 
company is investing, and how. And, often, this 
content is "unmanicured," revealing details like 
sales quotas, new products or company challenges. 
Event activity -- where a company is speaking or 
sponsoring -- reflects the core markets a 
competitor is targeting.

To take advantage of  all the intelligence available 
online:

1. Map each competitor's digital footprint 
on and off  its website, from blogs and 
support documentation to review sites 
and job boards.

2. Monitor for meaningful changes and 
analyze them as they surface.

3. Connect the dots between multiple 
moves -- noting recent blog posts 
focused on a new vertical and an event 
sponsorship in that same vertical -- to 
identify competitors' strategies.

Reviewing new intelligence daily makes annual 
analyses unnecessary. Instead, taking a few minutes 

each morning to process the latest developments allows 
you not only to analyze the intelligence, but also act 

while the intelligence is still relevant.

Decision Review Issue 14, November - December, 2018
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Mistake 3: Hoarding intelligence among just a 
few people
In fact, you should be sharing it with your entire 
company.

During its fall from its status as the No. 1 retailer in 
America, Sears and its executives were cut off  from 
key market intelligence conversations. When a 
shareholder activist was finally granted the 
opportunity to meet with the CEO in his 90th-floor 
office, an employee reportedly said, "This is the first 
time bad news has made it above the 78th floor."

Clearly, key intelligence conversations weren't 
reaching the top of  the ladder, no thanks to the 
CEO shutting himself  off  from them.

CI is too often "owned" by an individual or team in 
the organization -- the product marketing team, for 
instance, or a competitive strategist or the head of  
marketing. This results in the hoarding the 
intelligence among a small group. And, the more 
siloed the CI leader, the less likely the information 
will be to reach all those who need to act on the 
findings.

So look at it this way: Your marketing department is 
not responsible for CI. Your whole company is. 
Understanding the market landscape and applying 
those learnings to your role -- from sales to 
customer service to product -- is necessary to help 
the company excel in every area.

Instead of  CI being the focus of  a few people that's 
also shared with executives and other stakeholders, 
CI should be democratized -- and those 
stakeholders should become active players in the 
analysis itself. Companies are starting to test-drive 
this idea by creating internal councils with 
representatives from every department to 
participate in CI discussions. To incorporate the 
right players in your own CI efforts:

1. Identify the key stakeholders who'll act on 
the intel. Every functional area should be 
represented.

2. Discuss which key trends, signals and 
other intelligence each colleague is most 
interested in, to align CI with desired 
output.

3. Establish a cadence by which intel is 
shared and analyzed: Leverage a tiered 
approach where critical intel is evaluated 
immediately and a broader analysis is done 
on a weekly, monthly or quarterly basis.

Bonus! Not doing competitive intelligence at 
all
No company exists in a vacuum, and companies 
like YouTube that say they don't need CI are letting 
their ego get the best of  them. ("CI," by the way, 
spans beyond direct competitors to partners, 
aspirational brands and even customers.)

The misconception that CI is used for copying 
competitors is far from true. Innovative 
companies like Disney rightly do not want to copy 
others' solutions, but instead leverage CI to 
further innovate and standout. "I have been up 
against tough competition all my life. I wouldn't 
know how to get along without it," the founder 
himself, Walt Disney, once said.

The best companies, then, use competitive and 
market intelligence to highlight how they can 
differentiate themselves in a crowded market, 
learn what customers like and dislike about other 
solutions and obtain inspiration for new and 
innovative campaigns.

The bad news is that many companies have not 
evolved their practices to take full advantage of  CI 
yet .  The good news is  that  s ignif icant 
opportunities exist with CI to get ahead of  your 
competitors and drive significant revenue. You 
should get started today.

The best companies, 
then, use competitive 

and market intelligence 
to highlight how they 

can differentiate 
themselves in a crowded 

market, learn what 
customers like and 
dislike about other 

solutions and obtain 
inspiration for new and 
innovative campaigns.
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t's easy for today's business managers 

Ito lose sight of  the basics as they focus 
their attention on a host of  other 
reasons why their margins may be 
shrinking. You read and hear a lot 

about the threats of  offshore outsourcing. 
You worry about falling behind in your use of  
new communications tools and in making the 
most of  the Internet. These threats are 
certainly real, but you'll never have to deal with 
them if  a more basic problem undermines 
your company. 

In the U.S. Army, young recruits are taught this 
life-or-death lesson during combat field 
training. The recruits are alerted that three 
snipers (played by other soldiers) are crawling 
through the grass toward them. As they wait 
for the aggressors to advance, suddenly, across 
the field, a figure pops up, and the recruits 
begin firing (using blanks). A little closer in, 
another figure pops up, and again the recruits 
direct their fire to that target. Two seconds 
later, the platoon is “annihilated” by hand 
grenades tossed by the third aggressor, who 
has managed to sneak up right next to the 
platoon while they fired at distant targets. The 
platoon was “wiped out” because it failed to 
act against the closest, and therefore the most 
serious, threat. 

As a business manager or owner, the biggest 
threat you face is losing sight of  your most 

Finding Your 

Competitive 

Advantage
important target— your customer. He is the 
one who can blow up your business simply by 
going elsewhere. You may play golf  with him, 
bend over backward to rush a delivery to him, 
and even consider him a friend. But you can 
lose him to a competitor if  you lose sight of  
your competitive advantage. 

Competitive advantage is what separates you 
from the rest of  the herd. It's what keeps your 
business alive and growing. In short, it's the 
reason you are in business. Yet the biggest 
marketing flaw in most companies is their 
failure to fully reap the benefits of  their 
competitive advantages. Either they think 
they have a competitive advantage but don't. 
Or they have one and don't even realize it. Or 
they know they have a strong competitive 
advantage but fail to promote it adequately to 
their customers and prospects. 

Your eventual goal should be to come up with 
a hard list of  competitive advantages that you 
can use to increase profits at your company. 
So get out pen and paper, or spark up your 
laptop, and write down the answers to the 
questions below. Let your imagination go. 
Bounce your answers off  colleagues, if  you 
like, just as I ask people to do in my 
workshops. In fact, it is better if  you involve 
your top staff  as well as others from different 
departments. The more ideas, the better.

At this point, you want a long laundry list of  
possible competitive advantages, which you 
will refine, winnow, reject, and rethink as you 
progress through the book. Note: You might 

Decision Review Issue 14, November - December, 2018
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settle on a single, clear competitive advantage 
with which to go to war. Or you might have 
five to ten or more competitive advantages 
with which to arm your sales staff. Sometimes 
a single shot will level your enemy; sometimes 
it takes a machine gun. 

But before you begin, some words of  caution. 
As you make up your list, bear in mind the 
following:
· Competitive advantage is objective, 

not subjective.  How many times do we 
hear a company say, “You should do 
business with us because we deliver good 
quality and great customer service”? Well, 
your idea of  quality and my idea of  quality 
may be galaxies apart. This kind of  boast 
is subjective and tells us nothing. In fact, 
words like quality, reputation, and trust, 
when used to describe competitive 
advantage, are so hackneyed we tune them 
out. 

· It is quantifiable, not arbitrary. Which 
statement is more compelling: “We have 
great customer service” or “Ninety-five 
percent of  our business comes from 
referrals”? When you make objective, 
quantifiable statements such as these, the 
customer is more likely to believe your 
c l a i m s .  Yo u r  c o m p a n y  m a y  b e 
trustworthy, loyal, helpful, friendly, 
courteous, kind, obedient, cheerful, 
thrifty, rave, clean, and reverent. And your 
customers may appreciate those traits. But 
they don't buy from you for your Boy 
Scout  t r a i t s.  In  f ac t ,  i n  today ' s 
marketplace, they have come to expect 
them as givens.

· It isn't claimed by the competition. If  
your sales force goes out with a list of  
attributes that your competitors can 
match or exceed, you are courting disaster. 
(In fact, that is the principal reason so 
many sales calls don't result in closings or 
why salespeople resort to price as a 
tiebreaker.) Find out exactly what you 
provide that the other guy doesn't and 
harp on it. Explore what that advantage 
means to the customer. If  it can save him 

money—and it often can—make sure 
you stress that. Better yet, tell the 
customer how much he saves by using 
you. Even if  your goods or services are 
more expensive than those of  the 
competition, you can still save your 
customers money because of  fewer 
breakdowns, guaranteed on-time delivery, 
training assistance, better payment terms, 
and so on.

· It is not a cliché. Don't tell me that you 
“exceed your customer's expectations.” 
H o w  d o  y o u  k n o w  w h a t  t h e i r 
expectations are? Your customers expect 
good service. How do they define good 
service, and how do you? I bet those 
definitions are not the same. After all, 
who would admit to providing bad 
service? Again, be specific. If  you provide 
service twenty-four hours a day, seven 
days a week—and the others guys 
don't—say so.

Now you're ready to start writing:
· What are your company's most critical 

competitive advantages?
· What do your employees think are your 

company's competitive advantages?
· What are your competitors' competitive 

advantages?
· How do you respond to customers 

when they ask, “Why should I buy from 
you?”

Competitive advantage 
is what separates you 

from the rest of the herd. 
It's what keeps your 

business alive and 
growing. In short, it's the 

reason you are in 
business.
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 once went to a seminar on how 

Ismall retailers could convince their 
competitors' clients to switch and 
do business with them. The speaker 
outlined several strategies for 
cultivating relationships with 

prospects loyal to other brands to eventually 
win them over as customers. 

How long should they keep trying these 
strategies, one lumberyard owner asked?

"Until they buy...or they die," the speaker 
replied.

If  the construction-company buyer you were 
targeting died, of  course, then a new buyer 
would be hired -- and you could start trying to 
win the company's business all over again.

The process of  trying to increase your market 
share is a continuous one. You can never stop 
trying to win new customers. After all, your 

Your Business Can Grab 
Market Share Today

Five Ways

competitors are probably trying to win your 
customers over right now.

And in this economy, let's face it -- where else 
are you going to get customers than by taking 
them away from your competitors?

This al l  came to mind as I perused 
author/speaker Ross Shafer's new book Grab 
More Market Share -- How to Wrangle Business 
Away from Lazy Competitors. The book lays out a 
slew of  strategies for growing your business by 
stealing away competitors' customers.

Here are five of  Shafer's tips for snatching 
more market share, even now, when the 
economy is expanding by just 1 percent:

1. Stay relevant through innovation. 
One great way to gain market share is 
to spot new trends ahead of  
competitors. Listen carefully when 
you're chatting with friends, watching 
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the news, or listening to kids talk 
about what they like. Think about 
how new technology might change 
your industry -- that was Netflix's 
opening to crush Blockbuster. There 
may be a change in the wind your 
business can jump on.

2. Respond to customers -- fast. 
Remember when leaving a voicemail 
recording that says, "I'll get back to 
you within 24 hours" seemed 
responsive? Not any more. In this age 
of  real-time Twitter customer-
support, shoppers are increasingly 
loyal to the company that can fix their 
problem right now. Check out how fast 
your competitors respond, and then 
be faster, and customers will take 
notice.

3. Use customers' ideas. Companies 
such as Threadless have thrived by 
putting customers at the center of  
their business and letting them design 
their t-shirts. Keep an open channel 
for customer ideas -- one of  them 
might be your next hit product.

4. Snap up competitors. Sometimes 
the easiest way to get more customers 
is to simply buy them. Watch for 
competitors that might be up for sale 
and purchase their customer lists. 
Shafer loves Baron Rothschild's 
famous quote, "The time to buy is 
when there is blood in the streets." 
Capitalize on today's economic chaos 
to solidify your business's position.

5. Be more  f lexib le .  Are  your 
competitors still expecting workers to 
warm a chair from 9 to 5 in their office 
every weekday? You could steal their 
best people by simply offering more 
flexibility in how and where people 
work.

Sometimes the easiest 
way to get more 

customers is to simply 
buy them. Watch for 

competitors that might 
be up for sale and 

purchase their customer 
lists. Shafer loves Baron 

Rothschild's famous 
quote, "The time to buy 
is when there is blood 

in the streets." 
Capitalize on today's 

economic chaos to 
solidify your business's 

position.
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There are many ways a scrappy 
startup can outshine other businesses.

ou need to be aware of  your 

Ycompetition, because they're 
trying to take your market 
s h a r e ,  b u t  t h e  k e y  t o 
domination is to focus on your 

business and the things that differentiate you 
from them. Most businesses struggle and fail 
because they try to copy the competition. 
That, or they do a poor job explaining why 
their product or service is better.

You can do better than that. In fact, you are in 
the perfect position to do better. Market 
leaders are slow to change -- you have the 
power to adapt quickly and get creative.

The principles I'm going to share with you 

 
Ways to 
Dominate Your 
Competition5

here will help you dominate the competition. 
You can use them to get ahead at any point, 
and they're especially helpful when you're first 
making a name for yourself.

1. Outspend your competition with 

social currency.
If  you can't outspend your competition with 
r e a l  c u r r e n c y,  d o  i t  w i t h  s o c i a l 
currencyinstead.

For example, I recently met with a coaching 
client who owns an exotic car racing company 
based in Las Vegas. His main competitors are 
spending about $100,000 a month on Google 
ads. That means Google ads won't help him at 
this point, since he can't outspend his 
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competition. He asked me what he could do to 
draw traffic to his business instead.

I told him to find 10 influencers on Instagram 
and Facebook with 200,000 or more followers 
who fit his ideal customer demographics. 
Then, I told him to invite them to come out to 
his track and get the full experience for free. 
Now, he just needs to film a video with each of  
those influencers and ask them to share it with 
their followers, encouraging them to visit his 
business.

That's thousands of  dollars worth of  organic 
traffic without spending an extra penny. You 
can use this same tactic in your business. Trust 
me: It works for any business, any industry.

2. Find the gap and fill it.
There's a gap in your industry. It could be a 
pricing gap, or a niche your industry has 
ignored, or a gap in the level of  service 
provided.

For example, look at men's suits. You can go 
down to your local department store and get a 
decent-fitting suit for a couple hundred 
dollars. Or, you can get a custom-tailored suit 
for seven or eight thousand dollars. Can you 
see the gap there?

I get my custom suits from a company called 
b.spoke. They found the pricing gap and filled 
it with a brilliant new business model. See, a 
personal tailor who's a one-man shop can only 
work on one suit at a time. To stay in business, 

he needs to charge a premium on his time, 
which is why it's so expensive to get a custom 
suit. At b.spoke, they bring swatches to your 
home or office, take your measurements and 
then send all that info over to a separate 
tailoring company to get the suits made.

That allows them to charge about $3,000 pert 
suit, bringing the cost of  a custom suit down 
by 50 percent. It also allows me to get a lot 
more custom-made suits at once. If  you can 
find that same sweet spot of  lower pricing and 
higher sales volume, you can create rapid 
growth for your business. Just look for the 
vacuum in your industry and fill the gap.

3. Become an influencer in your 

industry.
While you're reaching out to influencers, why 
not become an inf luencer yourself ? 
Influencers get all kinds of  free exposure and 
exclusive opportunities. Imagine what it 
would do for your business to have that same 
access.

It's simpler than you think. You just need to 
put out consistent content in your area of  
expertise where you share your best advice. 

For example, I noticed that nobody had 
claimed franchising as their No. 1 topic. It was 
this dry, boring thing happening in the 
background of  all these other industries. I've 
learned a ton about franchising by building up 
Fit Body Boot Camp to an international 

While you're reaching out to influencers, why 
not become an influencer yourself? Influencers 

get all kinds of free exposure and exclusive 
opportunities. Imagine what it would do for 

your business to have that same access.

Decision Review Issue 14, November - December, 2018



DECISION FEATURE 6

18

franchise with almost 600 locations. Now, I 
share what I've learned over Facebook Live, 
YouTube and other social media platforms, 
effectively making myself  the industry 
authority.

And, of  course, this is all content you can 
create, too.

4. Look outside your industry.
Western Dental is crushing right now, even 
though there are more people with dental 
insurance than ever before. Here's why: It 
hires dentists straight out of  grad school and 
offers them experience in the business for 
lower-end pay, which lets them keep their 
costs low.

Could you keep your own costs low by hiring 
talent right out of  school? Probably, but 
there's an even deeper lesson here: Don't get 
tunnel vision in your own industry. There are 
innovative ideas in other industries you could 
copy into your own business.

Plus, when you adapt a technique or strategy 
from another industry, you get to be first. You 
get to be the first person in your industry 
running with that idea, which means you get 
to reap the greatest benefit from it.

By the way, you can learn just as much from 
the failures in other industries as you can from 
the successes. For example, there's a certain 
frozen yogurt chain that's been struggling for 
the last few years, even though they were the 
first to popularize the dessert. What went 
wrong? It started with the idea of  classy, 
modern frozen yogurt shop, but then it 
stopped there. It proved the concept, but it 
left open the door for copycats to set up the 
same basic business without buying into the 
brand.

You can protect your franchise from copycats 
by adding a "secret sauce" or always 
innovating faster than the others can copy. 
This can be done-for-you marketing (like we 
offer at Fit Body Boot Camp), an exclusive 
celebrity endorsement or anything else that 
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makes your brand unique.
And that leads directly into my last tip…

5. Get people talking by creating an 

experience.
If  you see a good movie, you don't ask for a 
refund, but you certainly don't go telling 
everyone else about it. If  you see a great 
movie, you tell your friends to go see it. This 
same principle applies to any business in any 
industry.

Most business owners and entrepreneurs 
make this one deadly mistake: They try to meet 
the expectations of  their market. Meeting 
expectations makes you forgettable. You need 
to exceed the expectations of  your market so 
that they can't help talking about you.

Going back to my first example: Imagine for a 
moment you go to that guy's track and drive 
some exotic cars. You'll have fun -- but the 
experience is no different than going to the 
next exotic racing company down the road.

Now imagine this instead: You drive five laps 
around the track, and then the instructor asks 
you for your phone. When you ask why, he 
explains that he's going to start filming a video 
and then set your phone down on the track. 
That means your own phone is going to film 
you while you drift the car inches away from it.

That's an experience worth talking about! 
That has drama, tension and excitement. Best 
of  all, it creates a piece of  social proof  the 
customer can upload to YouTube and other 
social media platforms as soon as she gets 
back home.

Think about how you can create a story in 
your business. What can you do to create a 
moment of  drama and excitement for your 
client or customer? What can you give them to 
take home that will anchor the memory of  
your business in their mind (and remind them 
to share the experience with everyone they 
know)? Find that answer, and you'll have the 
key to rapidly growing your business empire.

Most business owners and 
entrepreneurs make this 
one deadly mistake: They 
try to meet the 
expectations of their 
market. Meeting 
expectations makes you 
forgettable. You need to 
exceed the expectations of 
your market so that they 
can't help talking about 
you.
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The mass market wants best-sellers, but there is also a demand for niche products. Individual demand may be low, but
collectively the niche products are worth more than the best-sellers.

he 'Pareto principle' – the idea that 

T20 per cent of  products generate 80 

per cent of  turnover – may not 

always be right. In 2004, the editor 

in-chief  of  Wired, Chris Anderson, claimed 

that nearly everything that is offered for sale on 

the internet is also actually sold – however 

bizarre or unnecessary the product. It appears 

that business is gravitating to where there is 

variety instead of  uniformity.

Anderson used a demand curve to illustrate his 

claim. On the far left, the curve rises sharply 

THE LONG TAIL MODEL
HOW THE INTERNET IS TRANSFORMING THE ECONOMY

upwards. Here are the best-sellers and the 

blockbusters that account for 20 per cent of  

the market. Then the curve levels out gently to 

the right. This is where we find the less 

popular books and films. This part of  the 

curve is much wider, spanning many more 

products, than the peak. Instinctively one 

would think the Pareto principle is right: the 

best-seller (20 per cent) are more profitable 

than the 'rest-seller' (80 per cent). But the 

figure suggest something different: the long 

tail (as Anderson calls it), achieve a higher 

turnover than the few best-sellers.

The internet is the world largest library. It's just that all the books 
are on the floor. 

John Allen Paulos
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r. Pitan has corporate and banking experience 

Mspanning over 25 years. He graduated with a 
BSc (Hons) degree in Economics as a UAC 

scholar from the University of  Ibadan in 1982.  He 
obtained a Master 's degree in International 
Management as a Rotary International Scholar from the 
American Graduate School of  International 
Management, Thunderbird Campus, Glendale, 
Arizona. He is an alumnus of  Lagos Business School 
(SMP 5) and London Business School (SEP 43). He is 
also an alumnus of  the Haggai Institute in Singapore.  
He is an ordained senior pastor of  the Redeemed 
Christian Church of  God.

Pitan started his banking career in 1986 at Citibank 
Nigeria. He subsequently joined Industrial Bank 
Limited (Merchant Bankers) as part of  the pioneer team 

OLUKAYODE A. PITAN
A Banker Per Excellence

Olukayode had 

participated in many 

innovative transactions in 

the Nigerian Capital 

Market. He was the 

Chairman of the Technical 

Committee that led to the 

merger of Centerpoint 

Securities Ltd and FIIST 

Ventures Ltd to form Unity 

Registrars Ltd and served 

as Chairman of the Unity 

Registrars Ltd.
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in the role of  Head, Trade Finance. He left 
the Bank in 1991 to run Credit Lease Nigeria 
Limited, a company founded by him to 
pursue his dream in export business.

Mr. Pitan came back to the banking industry 
in 1996 by joining FSB International Bank 
Plc as AGM / Head of  Middle Tier Market 
and Public Sector. He later served as Group 
Head, Commercial and Consumer Banking 
Group.  He also headed the Corporate 
Banking and Energy Groups. He was 
promoted to Executive Director of  the 
Bank and Managing Director of  ENSEC 
(Energy Division) in March 2001.

Mr. Pitan joined First Interstate Bank Plc in 
August 2004 as Managing Director/Chief  
Executive Officer. He led the Bank 
successfully through a merger with eight 
other Banks to form Unity Bank Plc. From 
January 2006 to February 2009 when he 
voluntarily retired, he served as Executive 
Director of  Unity Bank Plc in charge of  
C o r p o r a t e  B a n k i n g  a n d  Tr e a s u r y 
Management.

Olukayode had participated in many 
innovative transactions in the Nigerian 
Capital Market. He was the Chairman of  the 
Technical Committee that led to the merger 
of  Centerpoint Securities Ltd and FIIST 
Ventures Ltd to form Unity Registrars Ltd 
and served as Chairman of  the Unity 
Registrars Ltd. He was also the Chairman of  
the Technical Committee that merged 
Kapital Insurance Plc, Intercontinental 
Assurance Company Ltd and Global 
Commerce and General Assurance Co Ltd 
into Unity Kapital Insurance Co Plc and also 
served as Director of  the new entity. He was 
the Chairman of  the Technical Committee 
of  the landmark transaction where nine 
banks were merged to form Unity Bank Plc 

and the listing of  the bank on the Nigerian 
Stock Exchange. He also midwifed the 
formation of  FUG Pensions Limited by 
serving as the Technical Chairman for the 
pooling together of  the interests of   
Futureview Financial Services Ltd, Unity 
Bank Plc and Glanvill Enthoven & Co Ltd to 
form a viable and significant player in the 
Pensions Management Industry. He 
subsequently served as Chairman of  FUG 
Pensions Ltd. Mr Pitan has also served as the 
Alternative Director of  Kakawa Discount 
House Limited, Director Newdevco 
Investments & Securities Co. Limited, 
Director Banque International Du Benin 
(BIBE) and currently Chairman, Habitation 
of  Hope- An NGO set up by Pastor(Mrs) 
Folu Adeboye to salvage, transform and 
empower the abandoned, hopeless and 
homeless street boys and girls in our society. 
He was recently the MD/CEO of  Caroline 
Properties Ltd and Director of  Excel E& P 
Ltd. E& P Ltd.



STRATEGIC HUMOUR

Executive Jokes

24
Decision Review Issue 14, November - December, 2018

The CEO of a large cooperation was 

giving advice to a junior executive.
"I was young, married and out of  work," he 
lectured. "I took the last nickel I had and bought 
an apple. I polished it and sold it for a dime. The 
next day I bought two apples, polished them and 
sold them for ten cents each."

"I see," said the junior executive. "You kept 
reinvesting your money and grew a big business."

"No," said the CEO. "Then my wife's father died 
and left me a fortune."

An Amazon executive walks into a 

Whole Foods
It's his first time there, and he wants to see what 
all the hype is about.

The executive goes shopping for his normal 
every day needs, and even picks out a couple 
extra things that stood out to him for an impulse 
buy.

The executive goes to the counter to check out, 
and the clerk rings him up. 

The executive, looking at the high price, asks the 
clerk "this can't be right, can it?" 

The clerk checks, then double checks, and even 
triple checks to make sure everything was rung up 
properly for his high profile customer. 

"I promise you the price is correct sir" the clerk 
responds. 

Looking at the price, the executive can't get over 
how expensive such a simple grocery trip is.

"Well damn, I might as well buy the whole store 
at this point!" said the Amazon executive angrily.

 

A company that sells nails decides to 

start advertising their product...
Their CEO goes to an ad agency to inquire about 
creating a large billboard downtown. He meets 

with an account executive and explains his need:
"We have a good business, but I just feel like 
most people have never heard of  us. They just 
go down to one of  these big box stores and buy 
whatever brand of  nails they happen to have. I 
want people to know that "Western Nail 
Company" is the best brand out there, so I need 
a billboard that will immediately draw them in, 
showing them that we have been in business for 
many years, and produce the best nails in the 
market".

The account executive thinks for a while, and 
replies "Tell you what: Let me go over some 
ideas with my creative director, and let's meet in 
a week".
"Fine", says the CEO, "But I want that billboard 
up in 2 weeks".

The following week, the CEO meets with the 
account executive, who pulls out a mockup of  
the proposed billboard. The CEO looks it over; 
it shows Jesus hanging from the cross, while two 
roman soldiers are looking up at him, smiling. 
One of  them is saying to the other, "Good thing 
we used Western Nails!"

The CEO is shocked: "What is this? I can't use 
this! I don't want people thinking that our nails 
were used to crucify Jesus Christ! Change the 
whole thing, and remember, I want that billboard 
up by next week!"

The account executive replies, "Ok, ok, don't 
worry. We'll change the whole theme, and we 
definitely will not have your nails viewed in a 
negative light. We don't have time to meet again 
before going to print, but trust us, we know what 
you want."

The CEO relaxes a bit, and agrees to the plan. 
The following Monday, the CEO is eagerly 
driving to work knowing the new billboard is 
posted along the way. He soon drives by it, and 
almost crashes his car in shock: It now shows a 
bare cross, with Jesus running away into the 
sunset, while the two roman soldiers angrily 
mutter to each other, "Damn! We should've used 
Western Nails!"
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nalyzing your competition is one 
of  the best ways to identify 
threats to your business and 
figure out how to address them. 
Knowing who your competition 

is, how their actions will affect you (and in 
what ways) is critical to your bottom line and 
future planning. Whether you are a Fortune 
500 company or a small, local business, 
competition has a direct influence on your 
success.

One way to analyze your competition is by 
using Porter's Five Forces model to break 
them down into five distinct categories, 
designed to reveal insights. Originally 
developed by Harvard Business School's 
Michael E. Porter in 1979, the five forces 
model looks at five specific factors that 
determine whether or not a business can be 
profitable, based on other businesses in the 
industry.

Analyzing the Competition
Porter's Five Forces:

By Marci Martin

"Understanding the competitive forces, and 
their underlying causes, reveals the roots of  an 
industry's current profitability while providing 
a framework for anticipating and influencing 
competition (and profitability) over time," 
Porter wrote in a Harvard Business Review 
article. "A healthy industry structure should be 
as much a competitive concern to strategists as 
their company's own position."

Understanding the Five Forces
Porter regarded understanding both the 
competitive forces and the overall industry 
structure as crucial for effective strategic 
decision-making. In Porter's model, the five 
forces that shape industry competition are as 
follow:

1. Competitive rivalry
This force examines how intense the 
competition currently is in the marketplace, 
which is determined by the number of  existing 

A
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competitors and what each can do.

Rivalry competition is high when there are just 
a few businesses equally selling a product or 
service, when the industry is growing and 
when consumers can easily switch to a 
competitor's offering for little cost.

When rivalry competition is high, advertising 
and price wars can ensue, which can hurt a 
business's bottom line.

2. Bargaining power of suppliers
This force analyzes how much power a 
business's supplier has and how much control 
it has over the potential to raise its prices, 
which, in turn, would lower a business's 
profitability.

In addition, it assesses the number of  suppliers 
available: The fewer there are, the more power 
they have. Businesses are in a better position 
when there are a multitude of  suppliers.

3. Bargaining power of customers
This force examines the power of  the 
consumer and their effect on pricing and 
quality. Consumers have power when there 
aren't many of  them but there are plentiful 
sellers, as well as when it is easy for customers 
to switch from one business's products or 
services to another's.

Buying power is low when consumers 
purchase products in small amounts and the 
seller's product is very different from any of  its 
competitors.

4. Threat of new entrants
This force considers how easy or difficult it is 
for competitors to join the marketplace in the 
industry being examined.

The easier it is for a competitor to join, the 
greater the risk of  a business's market share 
being depleted. Barriers to entry include 
absolute cost advantages, access to inputs, 
economies of  scale and well-recognized 
brands.

5. Threat of substitute products or 
services
This force studies how easy it is for consumers 

to switch from a business's product or service 
to that of  a competitor. It looks at the number 
of  competitors, how their prices and quality 
compare to the business being examined and 
how much of  a profit those competitors are 
earning, which would determine if  they can 
lower their costs even more.

The threat of  substitutes is informed by 
switching costs, both immediate and long-
term, as well as a buyer's inclination to change.

Example of Porter's Five Forces
There are several examples of  how Porter's 
Five Forces can be applied to various 
industries online. As an example, stock 
analysis firm Trefis looked at how Under 
Armour fits into the athletic footwear and 
apparel industry.

Competitive rivalry: Under Armour 
faces intense competition from Nike, Adidas 
and newer players. Nike and Adidas, which 
have considerably larger resources at their 
disposal, are making a play within the 
performance apparel market to gain market 
share in this up-and-coming product category. 
Under Armour does not hold any fabric or 
process patents, hence its product portfolio 
could be copied in the future.

Bargaining power of suppliers: A 
diverse supplier base limits the company's 
bargaining power. Under Armour's products 
are produced by dozens of  manufacturers 
based in multiple countries.

Bargaining power of customers: 
Under Armour's customers include both 
wholesale customers as well as end customers. 
Wholesale customers, like Dick's Sporting 
Goods and the Sports Authority, hold a 
certain degree of  bargaining leverage, as they 
could substitute Under Armour's products 
with those of  UA's competitors to gain higher 
margins. The bargaining power of  end 
customers is lower as UA enjoys strong brand 
recognition.

Threat of new entrants: Large capital 
costs are required for branding, advertising 
and creating product demand, and hence 
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limits the entry of  newer players in the sports 
apparel market. However, existing companies 
in the sports apparel industry could enter the 
performance apparel market in the future.

Threat of substitute products: The 
demand for performance apparel, sports 
footwear and accessories is expected to 
continue, and hence this force does not 
threaten Under Armour in the foreseeable 
future.

Trefis has also completed Porter's Five Forces 
analysis of  companies, including Facebook, 
Nike, Coach and Ralph Lauren. Another great 
example of  the use of  Porter's Five Forces on 
a familiar brand is the one recently done by 
Lawrence Gregory for McDonald's.

Strategies for success
Once your analysis is complete, it's time to 
implement a strategy to expand your 
competitive advantage. To that end, Porter 
identified three generic strategies that can be 
implemented in any industry (and in 
companies of  any size).

Cost leadership
Your goal is to increase profits by reducing 
costs while charging industry-standard prices, 
or to increase market share by reducing the 
sales price while retaining profits.

Differentiation
To implement this strategy, make the 
company's products significantly different 
from the competition, improving their 
competitiveness and value to the public. It 
requires both good research and development 

plus effective sales and marketing teams.

Focus
A successful implementation means the 
company selects niche markets in which to sell 
the i r  g oods.  I t  requ i res  an  in tense 
understanding of  the marketplace, its sellers, 
buyers and competitors. More information 
about the generic strategies is available in 
Porter's 1985 book, "Competitive Advantage" 
(Free Press).

Alternatives and addendums
While Porter's Five Forces is an effective and 
time-tested model, it has been criticized for 
failing to explain strategic alliances. In the 
1990s,  Yale  School  of  Management 
professors Adam Brandenbuger and Barry 
Nalebuff  created the idea of  a sixth force, 
"complementors," using the tools of  game 
theory.

In their model, complementors sell products 
and services that are best used in conjunction 
with a product or service from a competitor. 
Intel, which manufactures processors, and 
computer manufacturer Apple could be 
considered complementors in this model. 
More information can be found at Strategic 
CFO.

Additional modeling tools are likely to help 
round out your understanding of  your 
business and its potential. A value chain 
analysis helps companies understand where 
they have the best productive advantage, while 
the BCG matrix helps companies identify 
which products are likely to benefit the most 
from increased investment.

A value chain analysis helps companies 
understand where they have the best productive 

advantage, while the BCG matrix helps 
companies identify which products are likely to 

benefit the most from increased investment.
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f  your business doesn't seem to be 

Iflourishing or can't seem to distinguish itself  
from the many competitors out there, you 
may be suffering from a very simple 
problem. But to get ahead of  your 

competitors once and for all and distinguish 
yourself  from everyone else in your market takes 
understanding of  a very important concept for 
entrepreneurs: competitive advantage!

What is Competitive Advantage?
The practice of  gaining an 'edge' over competitors 
by offering consumers greater value — either 
through lower costing products or services or 
offering higher quality services or products which 
justify higher prices — is known as a competitive 
advantage.

Competitive advantages can differ greatly even 
among similarly-sized companies delivering the 

What is Competitive 
Advantage?

same services or producing the same products, and 
for small businesses and especially start-ups, they 
are the most crucial element of  the entire marketing 
strategy.

Identifying and Creating Competitive 

Advantages
First of  all, your business may have a built-in 
competitive advantage to promote, such as the 
incorporation of  certain software that makes the 
customer's experience easier. The location of  the 
premises might also lend itself  to being a 
competitive advantage for some businesses. For 
example fast food outlets benefit from being 
situated in a densely populated part of  a city.

But even if  there is no obvious advantage in the set-
up or basic circumstances of  the business, one or 
more can be created by surveying the competitive 
scene, examining the services provided by rivals and 
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identifying an additional and unique service to 
enhance the benefits of  the primary service 
being offered. For example, an online retailer 
promising to ship out all orders made during 
working hours on the same day will have a 
competitive advantage over similar businesses 
that make no such promise.

Great or unique customer service is often the 
easiest way to establish a competitive 
advantage, but others might include lower 
prices or bundle deals. Being a small business 
can be a competitive advantage by itself  when 
competing against larger and more established 
companies.

How to Gain a Competitive 

Advantage
When a small business markets its competitive 
advantage, the company must ensure this 
advantage is specific and not too vague for 
customers to appreciate. For example, don't 
promise customers you will ship out their 
orders as fast as you can. Make the advantage 
clear and easy to grasp. Promise to ship all 
orders made before 4:30 pm on the same day 
they were ordered and you have n advantage 
customers can easily understand.

Simply saying you have the best customer 
service isn't going to translate into a 
competitive advantage. However, initiating a 
unique policy that directly benefits your 
customers will certainly count as a competitive 
advantage and will be the reason people 
choose your business over your competitors.

The key to successfully gaining a competitive 
advantage is to make a clear, concise and easily 
recognizable distinction between your 
business and others in your industry. To be 
easily recognizable, the advantage must be 
demonstrable and easily proven to customers.

It might be hard to believe, but a large 
proportion of  small businesses still don't have 
a website. With more and more consumers 
going online to find services and buy 
products, having an easy to use website might 
be another clear competitive advantage.

Keeping up with marketing trends and not 
being left behind competitors is a vital aspect 

of  competitive advantage. For example, if  
your competitors are going mobile through 
apps and mobile websites, your business 
should also go mobile before you're the only 
one who hasn't. Failing to go mobile could 
make it more and more difficult for you to 
attract new customers, while doing so will help 
you give your small business a sustainable 
competitive advantage.

A well-run business might identify multiple 
competitive advantages when developing a 
marketing strategy, but be wary of  casting too 
wide a net and weakening the impact of  the 
advantages directly increasing the company's 
profits. Identify the ones that will bring in the 
most money and focus on those.

Don't add fluffy or subjective claims in an 
attempt to build on genuine advantages. For 
example, sandwiching a genuine competitive 
advantage like same day delivery in between 
claims of  being “the best this” or “the best 
that” around can undo all the good work done 
in identifying or creating your genuine 
competitive advantage in the first place.

Of  course, the biggest mistake companies 
make in this area is promising a competitive 
advantage that they can't deliver. This leads to 
unsatisfied customers who won't return, not 
to mention the loss of  potential new 
customers due to bad reviews.

Great or unique customer 
service is often the easiest 

way to establish a 
competitive advantage, 
but others might include 
lower prices or bundle 
deals. Being a small 

business can be a 
competitive advantage by 

itself when competing 
against larger and more 
established companies.
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oday's business environment is 
very competitive. It's now a lot 
easier and cheaper to start a 
bus iness,  pa r t i cu l a r l y  w i th 
technology enabling business to be 

conducted online and internationally to win 
customers in foreign markets.

The explosion of  online retailing is an 
example of  this, and all this competition and 
activity makes it difficult to stand out from the 
crowd.

Five steps to get a 
sustainable 
competitive 
advantage

The challenge is to resist being another 'me 
too' business. The way to avoid this is by 
developing a sustainable competitive 
advantage that differentiates you from your 
competitors.

Sustainable competitive advantage is the key 
to business success. It is the force that enables 
a business to have greater focus, more sales, 
better profit margins, and higher customer 
and staff  retention than competitors.

T
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It is the major driver of  long-term business 
value and is what purchasers will place the 
most value on when looking to acquire a 
business. Without a sustainable competitive 
advantage, you risk being another 'me too' 
business that muddles along achieving less 
than satisfactory results.

At its most basic level, there are three key types 
of  sustainable competitive advantage.
1. Cost advantage: the business competes on 

price.
2. Value advantage: the business provides a 

differentiated offering that is perceived to 
be of  superior value.

3. Focus advantage: the business focuses on 
a specific market niche, with a tailored 
offering designed specifically for that 
segment of  the market.

Most small businesses don't have the market 
share and buying power to effectively compete 
on price and are not big enough to be all things 
to all customers in a market.

Therefore, to successfully compete, small 
businesses need to develop a sustainable 
competitive advantage that is based on 
providing superior value to a specific niche.

There is another advantage that is often 
referred to and that is first mover advantage. 
First mover advantage is where the first 
entrant in a new market obtains an advantage 
over other competitors that enter the market 
later.

However, while being a first mover may 
provide an initial advantage, in my opinion, it 
is not sustainable unless it's supported by one 
of  the three types of  advantages listed above.

Google and Facebook are good examples of  
this. Neither of  these companies were the first 
movers, yet both now dominate their 
respective markets.

Five steps to developing a 

sustainable competitive 

advantage
1. Understand the market and its segments. 

Look for those niches that aren't well 
serviced by competitors and can be 
profitably targeted and sold to.

2. Develop an understanding of  what 
customers really want and establish a 
value proposition that grabs their 
attention.

3. Work out the key things that you need to 
do really well to support and deliver the 
value proposition. For example, service 
levels, quality, branding, pricing, et cetera.

4. Understand what your strengths and core 
competencies are and how you can use 
these in innovative ways to provide value 
to your chosen market.

5. Design your business model to support 
and deliver the value proposition.

At the end of  this process, you will have a very 
clearly defined statement of:
· Who you will be selling to (customers and 

market segments);

Most small businesses don't have the market share and 
buying power to effectively compete on price and are not 
big enough to be all things to all customers in a market.

Therefore, to successfully compete, small businesses need 
to develop a sustainable competitive advantage that is 
based on providing superior value to a specific niche.
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· Why they will buy from you and not your 
competitors (the value proposition); and

· The key things you need to excel at to be 
able to consistently deliver your value 
proposition.

Once you've found your sustainable 
competitive advantage, you should use it in 
many ways, to the business' benefit.

Using your sustainable competitive advantage 
in your sales and marketing makes it easier for 
your customers to understand why they 
should part with their dollars and give them to 
you rather than your competitors.

This, in turn, makes it easier for your staff  to 
sell your products or services and know their 
promises will be delivered.

They know the whole business is focused on 
making sure the sustainable competitive 
advantage is protected and capitalised upon.

Your sustainable competitive advantage can 
guide your decision-making and provide you 
with direction and a sharp focus.

If  a new opportunity for the business doesn't 
support your sustainable competitive 
advantage, then you should question whether 
to pursue that opportunity.

Is short-term growth that might erode your 
sustainable competitive advantage, more 
important than building a long-term position 
of  strength and stability?

This longer-term view and effective use of  a 
sustainable competitive advantage can 
support a higher return on capital invested in 
the business, even in the face of  stiff  
competition.

This position builds value in a business and 
can add a premium to the sale price. That's an 
advantage every business owner wants.
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hatever industry you're in, 

Wthere will almost certainly 
come a point when you 
need to make changes to 
your business plan to 

accommodate market shifts.

Regardless of  your business type, financial 
situation or strength, if  you aren't constantly 
focused on your competitiveness in the 
marketplace, then you're placing your 
business's longevity at risk.

Because even if  the orders are flooding in and 
your customer base is more loyal than a 
German Shepard; if  you don't have an eye on 
your long-term vision, then you're playing a 
risky game.

Whether you make homemade jewelry or 
cutting-edge technology products, one thing 
for certain is that resting on your laurels is not 
an option.

Here are 4 ways to keep your business 
competitive and your rivals in the dust in 
today's rapidly changing backdrop.

1. Attract New Clients
It's very easy as an entrepreneur to get sucked 
into working hard, nose to the grindstone, 
forgetting to come up for air. Working hard 
and being an entrepreneur are so closely 
intertwined that you probably wonder from 
time to time if  weren't better off  as a 
corporate slave.

Ahead of  the Pack: 
4 Ways to Keep Your 

Business Competitive
It isn't always easy to keep your business competitive. 
But here are 4 ways that can greatly help in today's 

cut-throat business world.

The delicious difference, of  course, in running 
your own business is that you're the one 
powering the economic motor. You're the 
driver behind the wheel and your decisions are 
the ones that your company lives or dies for.

But, there's an age-old problem for small 
businesses. It's a bit of  a chicken and egg 
situation. You have too much work and so 
many orders that you're up all night and 
working round the clock to meet their needs. 
In fact, you need to take on more people to 
help your company grow. So, why should you 
even think about attracting new clients?

Because if  you get too close to the project and 
you're constantly marketing to and working 
with the same client base then you're failing to 
plan for the long term. You might argue that 
there will always be a need for gas, marker 
pens, or (insert product or service of  your 
choice here) to which I would say don't be so 
sure.

But even if  your product will never expire, the 
life of  your clients, unfortunately, will.
If  you don't want to become the next Eastman 
Kodak or Blockbuster, or wake up one day and 
find that your clothing accessories are being 
sold to an aging market while the new 
generation is busy buying elsewhere, you need 
to focus continually on attracting new clients.

2. Predict the Future
You don't need a crystal ball to predict (or at 
least try to anticipate) the future, but it does 
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require some thinking outside the box. Having 
long-term vision is hardly the biggest secret 
on the block. As far back as 1903, when Henry 
Ford launched the Ford Motor Company, this 
pioneer entrepreneur was taking advantage of  
his business foresight by already thinking 
years ahead of  everyone else.

“If  I had asked people what they wanted, they 
would have said faster horses.” Long term 
vision for your business is vital and in a lot of  
cases, you'll need to innovate and figure out 
what trends in the market may come before 
they appear. According to Steve Jobs: “A lot 
of  times, people don't know what they want 
until you show it to them.”

If  you can keep yourself  informed, updated 
and ahead of  the curve, then your business 
will be far better positioned to compete in a 
global marketplace.

3. Respond to Changing Markets
Jon Rush, founder of  C7 Device Recycle 
knows a few things about market changes. 
After a fruitful 10-year career in the cell phone 
industry, Rush was informed that Sprint 

would not be renewing his contract.

Markets crash. Technology changes. And 
overnight a situation you thought would 
always be stable, can leave you stranded out on 
a ledge. Rush was left with no income or plan, 
and a large family to support. So what did he 
do? He began to think smart and respond to 
changing markets by consulting with former 
Sprint customers about ways to improve their 
wireless communications.

Within a few months, he'd gathered enough 
information to see a gap in the market for 
refurbishing old phones and founded his new 
business, C7 Device Recycle. From a 
bootstrap startup to generating close to half  a 
million in revenue his first year, Rush isn't 
looking back:

“When I realized that over 100 million devices 
change hands every year in the US alone, I 
realized not only is this a huge industry that 
can produce amazing cash flow but also an 
amazing recycling opportunity. Even old 
outdated phones can usually find a home with 
the right marketing.”
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4. Be Open to New Opportunities
You might have started out your company for 
a single purpose, to fill a gap in the market for 
comfortable mattresses, high-powered 
handheld entertainment devices, or children's 
toys. But that doesn't mean that your business 
shouldn't and can't evolve to offer other 
products and services as well.

The most successful  businesses are 
continually evolving to meet changing market 
demands and are, therefore, open to new 
opportunities. Sean Hopwood of  Day 
Translations started his business with the idea 
of  filling a gap in the market for language 
services. He started off  by offering Spanish to 
English translations and interpreting services.

As the world becomes increasingly globalized 
and communications keep advancing, he's 
been able to take advantage of  new 
opportunities by offering services to suit 
international businesses' needs, such as 
website localization and international SEO. 
The same applies to C7 Device Recycle. 

Originally started up as a knee-jerk reaction to 
a bit of  a problem, Rush stepped out of  the 
boundaries of  wireless communications to 
take advantage of  green recycling as well.

By being open to new opportunities and the 
idea of  running a “green” business, not only is 
Rush finding an extra way to add value to his 
customers and incorporate social and 
environmental changes, but he's also 
generating sizable cash flow from abandoned 
devices.

It isn't always easy to keep your business 
competitive in a cut-throat world. But if  your 
focus is continually on opening up new 
markets, adapting your product or service to 
meet changing tastes and being open to new 
opportunities, you'll be less likely to be 
blindsided by sudden paradigm shifts, or 
overnight crashes; and more likely to run a 
successfu l  bus iness  that  thr ives  for 
generations. 

The most successful businesses 
are continually evolving to 
meet changing market demands 
and are, therefore, open to 
new opportunities
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e live in an era of  risk and 

Winstability. Globalization, 
new technologies, and 
greater transparency have 
combined to upend the 

business environment and give many CEOs a 
deep sense of  unease. Just look at the 
numbers. Since 1980 the volatility of  business 
operating margins, largely static since the 
1950s, has more than doubled, as has the size 
of  the gap between winners (companies with 
high operating margins) and losers (those with 
low ones).

Market leadership is even more precarious. 
The percentage of  companies falling out of  
the top three rankings in their industry 
increased from 2% in 1960 to 14% in 2008. 
What's more, market leadership is proving to 
be an increasingly dubious prize: The once 
strong correlation between profitability and 
industry share is now almost nonexistent in 
some sectors. According to our calculation, 

The New Competitive 
Advantage

Adaptability: 

Martin Reeves and Mike Deimler

The goal of most strategies 
is to build an enduring 
(and implicitly static) 
competitive advantage by 
establishing clever market 
positioning (dominant 
scale or an attractive 
niche) or assembling the 
right capabilities and 
competencies for making 
or delivering an offering 
(doing what the company 
does well).
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the probability that the market share leader is 
also the profitability leader declined from 34% 
in 1950 to just 7% in 2007. And it has become 
virtually impossible for some executives even 
to clearly identify in what industry and with 
which companies they're competing.

All this uncertainty poses a tremendous 
challenge for strategy making. That's because 
traditional approaches to strategy—though 
often seen as the answer to change and 
uncertainty—actually assume a relatively 
stable and predictable world.

Think about it. The goal of  most strategies is 
to build an enduring (and implicitly static) 
competitive advantage by establishing clever 
market positioning (dominant scale or an 
attractive niche) or assembling the right 
capabilities and competencies for making or 
delivering an offering (doing what the 
company does well). Companies undertake 
periodic strategy reviews and set direction and 
organizational structure on the basis of  an 
analysis of  their industry and some forecast of  
how it will evolve.

But given the new level of  uncertainty, many 
companies are starting to ask:

· How can we apply frameworks that 
are based on scale or position when 
we can go from market leader one 
year to follower the next?

· When it's unclear where one industry 
ends and another begins, how do we 
even measure position?

· When the environment is  so 
unpredictable, how can we apply the 
traditional forecasting and analysis 
that are at the heart of  strategic 
planning?

· When we're overwhelmed with 
changing information, how can our 
managers pick up the right signals to 
understand and harness change?

· When change is so rapid, how can a 
o n e - y e a r — o r ,  w o r s e ,  f i v e -
year—planning cycle stay relevant?

The answers these companies are coming up 
with point in a consistent direction. 

Sustainable competitive advantage no longer 
arises exclusively from position, scale, and 
first-order capabilities in producing or 
delivering an offering. All those are essentially 
static. So where does it come from? 
Increasingly, managers are finding that it 
s t e m s  f r o m  t h e  “ s e c o n d - o r d e r ” 
organizational capabilities that foster rapid 
adaptation. Instead of  being really good at 
doing some particular thing, companies must 
be really good at learning how to do new 
things.

Those that thrive are quick to read and act on 
signals of  change. They have worked out how 
to experiment rapidly, frequently, and 
economically—not only with products and 
services but also with business models, 
processes, and strategies. They have built up 
skills in managing complex multistakeholder 

Think about it. The goal of most strategies is to build 
an enduring (and implicitly static) competitive 

advantage by establishing clever market positioning 
(dominant scale or an attractive niche) or 

assembling the right capabilities and competencies 
for making or delivering an offering (doing what the 

company does well). 
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systems in an increasingly interconnected 
world. Perhaps most important, they have 
learned to unlock their greatest resources—the 
people who work for them. In the following 
pages we'll look at how companies at the 
l e a d i n g  e d g e  a r e  u s i n g  t h e s e  f o u r 
organizational capabilities to attain adaptive 
advantage. We'll also discuss the implications 
of  this fundamental strategic shift for large, 
established corporations, many of  which have 
built their operations around scale and 
efficiency—sources of  advantage that rely on 
an essentially stable environment.

The Ability to Read and Act on 

Signals
In order to adapt, a company must have its 
antennae tuned to signals of  change from the 
external environment, decode them, and 
quickly act to refine or reinvent its business 
model and even reshape the information 
landscape of  its industry.

Think back to when Stirling Moss was winning 
Formula One car races: The car and the driver 
determined who won. But today the sport is as 
much about processing complex signals and 
making adaptive decisions as about mechanics 
and driving prowess. Hundreds of  sensors are 
built into the cars; race teams continuously 
collect and process data on several thousand 

variables—ranging from weather and road 
conditions to engine rpm and the angles of  
curves—and feed them into dynamic 
simulation models that guide the drivers' 
spl i t-second decis ions.  A telemetric 
innovation by one team can instantly raise the 
bar for all.

In this information-saturated age, when 
complex, varying signals may be available 
simultaneously to all players, adaptive 
c o m p a n i e s  mu s t  s i m i l a r l y  r e l y  o n 
sophisticated point-of-sale systems to ensure 
that they acquire the right information. And 
they must apply advanced data-mining 
technologies to recognize relevant patterns in 
it.

For example, a leading media company that 
was suffering from a high rate of  customer 
churn revamped its analytic approach to 
customer data, applying “neural network” 
technologies in order to understand patterns 
of  customer loss. The company found hidden 
relationships among the variables that were 
driving churn and launched retention 
campaigns targeting at-risk customers. The 
accuracy rate in predicting churn was an 
impressive 75% to 90%—a huge benefit, 
given that every percentage point in churn 
reduction added millions of  dollars to the 
bottom line.
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Companies are also leveraging their signal-
reading capabilities to make operational 
interventions in real time, bypassing slow-
moving decision hierarchies. The UK-based 
grocery retailer Tesco continually performs 
detailed analyses of  the purchase patterns of  
the more than 13 million members of  its 
loyalty-card program. Its findings enable 
Tesco to customize offerings for each store 
and each customer segment and provide early 
warning of  shifts in customer behavior. They 
also supported the development of  Tesco's 
hugely successful online platform, which has 
extended the company's business model, 
enabling Tesco to become a store without 
walls and to offer a broader range of  products 
and services, including media and financial 
services. To put the icing on the cake, instead 
of  being purely a cost center, the rich 
databases and analytical capabilities produce a 
stream of  direct revenue: For a fee, Tesco 
allows other enterprises to access its 
technologies and insights.

Google is another example. It uses algorithms 
to update the position of  an ad on the basis of  
the ad's relevance to an individual search or 
website as well as the advertiser's bids on key 
words. The more relevant an ad, the higher the 
click-through rate—and because advertisers 
pay per click, this means more revenue for 
Google. By linking its advertising data directly 
to its operations, Google can respond to 
changing ad conditions on a split-second basis, 

without the intervention of  human decision 
makers.

The Ability to Experiment
That which cannot be deduced or forecast can 
often be discovered through experimentation. 
Of  course, all companies use some form of  
experimentation to develop and test new 
products and services. Yet the traditional 
approaches can be cost ly and t ime-
consuming, and may saddle the organization 
with an unreasonable burden of  complexity. 
Furthermore, research based on consumers' 
perceptions is often a remarkably poor 
predictor of  success. The real world is an 
expensive medium for experimentation, and 
failed market-facing tests and pilots may 
jeopardize a company's brand and reputation.

To overcome these barriers, a growing 
number of  adaptive competitors are using an 
array of  new approaches and technologies, 
especially in virtual environments, to generate, 
test, and replicate a larger number of  
innovative ideas faster, at lower cost, and with 
less risk than their rivals can. Procter & 
Gamble is a case in point. Through its 
Connect + Develop model, it leverages 
InnoCentive and other open-innovation 
networks to solve technical design problems. 
It uses a walk-in, 3-D virtual store to run 
experiments that are quicker and cheaper than 
traditional market tests. And by employing 
Vo c a l p o i n t  a n d  o t h e r  o n l i n e  u s e r 

Yet the traditional approaches can be costly 
and time-consuming, and may saddle the 

organization with an unreasonable burden 
of complexity. Furthermore, research based 

on consumers' perceptions is often a 
remarkably poor predictor of success. 
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communities, it can introduce and test 
products with friendly audiences before a full 
launch. In 2008 alone, 10 highly skilled 
employees were able to generate some 10,000 
design simulations, enabling the completion 
in hours of  mock-ups that might once have 
taken weeks. More than 80% of  P&G's new-
business initiatives now make use of  its 
growing virtual toolbox.

In addition to changing the way in which they 
conduct experiments, companies need to 
broaden the scope of  their experimentation. 
Traditionally, the focus has been on a 
company's offerings—essentially new 
products and services. But in an increasingly 
turbulent environment, business models, 
strategies, and routines can also become 
obsolete quickly and unpredictably. Adaptive 
companies therefore use experimentation far 
more broadly than their rivals do. We've seen 
that  Tesco i l lustrates the power of  
experimenting with business models as well as 
with product range.

Ikea, like Tesco, leverages existing assets and 
capabilities to experiment with business 
models. After the company entered Russia, 
managers noticed that whenever it opened a 
store, the value of  nearby real estate increased 

dramatically. So Ikea decided to explore two 
business models simultaneously: retailing 
through its stores and capturing the 
appreciation in real estate values through mall 
development. It now makes more profit in 
Russia from developing and operating malls 
than from its traditional retail business.

Finally, experimentation necessarily produces 
failure. Adaptive companies are very tolerant 
of  failure, even to the point of  celebrating it. 
For example, the software company Intuit, 
which has been extremely successful at using 
adaptive approaches to grow new businesses, 
launched a marketing campaign in 2005 to 
reach young tax filers through a website called 
rockyourrefund.com. The site offered 
discounts at Expedia and Best Buy and the 
opportunity to get tax refunds in the form of  
prepaid gift cards. The campaign was a flop, 
and practically no one used the site. The 
a m o u n t  o f  m o n e y  i n v o l v e d  w a s 
negligible—“almost a rounding error,” says 
Rick Jensen, the vice president of  product 
management for Intuit's consumer tax 
division. But the marketing team documented 
what it had learned from the failure and won 
an award from company chairman Scott 
Cook, who said, “It is only a failure if  we fail to 
get the learning.”

Decision Review Issue 14, November - December, 2018

MANAGEMENT DECISION



41

The Ability to Manage Complex 

Multicompany Systems
Signal detection and experimentation require a 
company to think beyond its own boundaries 
and perhaps to work more closely and smartly 
with customers and suppliers. This flies 
somewhat in the face of  the unspoken 
assumption that the unit of  analysis for 
strategy is a single company or business unit.

With an increasing amount of  economic 
act iv i ty  occur r ing beyond corporate 
b o u n d a r i e s — t h r o u g h  o u t s o u r c i n g , 
offshoring, value nets, value ecosystems, peer 
production, and the like—we need to think 
about strategies not only for individual 
companies but also for dynamic business 
systems. Increasingly, industry structure is 
better characterized as competing webs or 

ecosystems of  codependent companies than 
as a handful of  competitors producing similar 
goods and services and working on a stable, 
distant, and transactional basis with their 
suppliers and customers.

In such an environment advantage will flow to 
those companies that can create effective 
strategies at the network or system level. 
Adaptive companies are therefore learning 
how to push activities outside the company 
without benefiting competitors and how to 
design and evolve strategies for networks 
without necessarily being able to rely on strong 
control mechanisms.

Typically, adaptive companies manage their 
ecosystems by using common standards to 
foster interaction with minimal barriers. They 
generate trust among participants—for 
example, by enabling people to interact 
frequently and by providing transparency and 
rating systems that serve as “reputational 
currency.” Toyota's automotive supply 
pyramids, with their kanban and kaizen 
feedback mechanisms, are early examples of  
adaptive systems. EBay's complex network of  
sellers and buyers is another; the company 
relies on seller ratings and online payment 
systems to support the online marketplace.

If  the experience curve and the scale curve 
were the key indicators of  success, Nokia 
would still be leading the smartphone market; 
it had the advantage of  being an early mover 

and the market share leader with a strong cost 
position. But Nokia was attacked by an 
entirely different kind of  competitor: Apple's 
adaptive system of  suppliers, telecom 
partnerships, and numerous independent 
application developers, created to support the 
iPhone. Google's Android operating system, 
too, capitalized on a broad array of  hardware 
partners and application developers. The 
ability to bring together the assets and 
capabilities of  so many entities allowed these 
smartphone entrants to leapfrog the 
experience curve and become new market 
leaders in record time. As Stephen Elop, 
Nokia's CEO, wrote in a memo to his staff, 

With an increasing amount of economic activity 
occurring beyond corporate boundaries—through 

outsourcing, offshoring, value nets, value 
ecosystems, peer production, and the like—we need 

to think about strategies not only for individual 
companies but also for dynamic business systems.
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“Our competitors aren't taking our market 
share with devices; they are taking our market 
share with an entire ecosystem.” Through 
broader signal detection, parallel innovation, 
superior flexibility, and rapid mobilization, 
multicompany systems can enhance the 
adaptiveness of  individual companies.

The Ability to Mobilize
A d a p t a t i o n  i s  n e c e s s a r i l y  l o c a l  i n 
nature—somebody experiments first at a 
particular place and time. It is also necessarily 
global in nature, because if  the experiment 
succeeds, it will be communicated, selected, 
amplified, and refined. Organizations 
therefore need to create environments that 
encourage the knowledge flow, diversity, 
autonomy, risk taking, sharing, and flexibility 
on which adaptation thrives. Contrary to 
classical strategic thinking, strategy follows 
organization in adaptive companies.

A flexible structure and the dispersal of  
decision rights are powerful levers for 
increasing adaptability. Typically, adaptive 
companies have replaced permanent silos and 
functions with modular units that freely 
communicate and recombine according to the 
s i tuat ion at hand. To reinforce this 
framework, it is helpful to have weak or 
competing power structures and a culture of  
constructive conflict and dissent. Cisco is one 
company that has made this transformation. 
Early on, it relied on a hierarchical, customer-
centric organization to become a leader in the 
market for network switches and routers. 

More recently the CEO, John Chambers, has 
created a novel management structure of  
cross-functional councils and boards to 
facilitate moves into developing countries and 
30 adjacent and diverse markets (ranging from 
health care to sports) with greater agility than 
would previously have been possible.

As they create more-fluid structures, adaptive 
companies drive decision making down to the 
front lines, allowing the people most likely to 
detect changes in the environment to respond 
quickly and proactively. For example, at 
Whole Foods the basic organizational unit is 
the team, and each store has about eight 
t eams.  Team l eaders—not  na t iona l 
buyers—decide what to stock. Teams have 
veto power over new hires. They are 
encouraged to buy from local growers that 
meet the company's quality and sustainability 
standards. And they are rewarded for their 
performance with bonuses based on store 
profitability over the previous four weeks.

Creating decentralized, fluid, and even 
competing organizational structures destroys 
the big advantage of  a rigid hierarchy, which is 
that everyone knows precisely what he or she 
should be doing. An adaptive organization 
can't expect to succeed unless it provides 
people with some substitute for that certainty. 
What's needed is some simple, generative 
rules to facilitate interaction, help people 
make trade-offs, and set the boundaries within 
which they can make decisions.
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For example, Netflix values nine core 
behaviors and skills in its employees: 
judgment, communication, impact, curiosity, 
innovation, courage, passion, honesty, and 
selflessness. The company's executives believe 
that a great workplace is full of  “stunning 
colleagues” who embody these qualities; thus 
the Netflix model is to “increase employee 
freedom as we grow, rather than limit it, to 
continue to attract and nourish innovative 
people, so we have a better chance of  long-
term continued success.” Consistent with this 
philosophy, Netflix has only two types of  
rules: those designed to prevent irrevocable 
disaster and those designed to prevent moral, 
ethical, and legal issues. 

It has no vacation policy and does no tracking 
of  time—the company's focus is on what 
needs to get done, not how many hours or days 
are worked. As the Netflix “Reference Guide 
on Our Freedom & Responsibility Culture” 
puts it, “Avoid Chaos as you grow with Ever 
More High Performance People—not with 
Rules.”

The Challenge for Big Business
Becoming an adaptive competitor can be 
difficult, especially for large, established 
organizations. Typically, these companies are 
oriented toward managing scale and efficiency, 
and their hierarchical structures and fixed 
routines lack the diversity and flexibility 

needed for rapid learning and change. Such 
management paradigms die hard, especially 
when they have historically been the basis for 
success.

However, several tactics have proved effective 
at fostering adaptive advantage even in 
established companies. To the managers 
involved, they may look like nothing more 
than an extension of  business as usual, but in 
fact they create a context in which adaptive 
capabilities can thrive. If  you are the CEO of  a 
large company that wants to be more adaptive, 
challenge your managers to:

Look at the mavericks.
Fast-changing industries are characterized by 
the presence of  disruptive mavericks—often 
entirely new players, sometimes from other 
sectors. Ask your managers to shift their focus 
from traditional competitors' moves to what 
the new players are doing and to think of  ways 
to insure your company against this new 
competition or neutralize its effect. They 
should also look at what's happening in 
adjacent or analogous industries and markets 
and ask, “What if  this happened in mine?” 
Although pattern recognition is harder in an 
uncertain environment and can easily be 
obstructed by entrenched beliefs and narrow 
industry definitions, it has tremendous 
competitive value.

Ask your managers to shift their focus from 
traditional competitors' moves to what the 

new players are doing and to think of 
ways to insure your company against this 
new competition or neutralize its effect.
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Identify and address the 

uncertainties.
Get your managers to put aside the traditional 
single-business forecast and instead examine 
the risks and uncertainties that could 
significantly affect the company. This simple 
extension of  the familiar long-range strategy 
exercise can force people to realize what they 
don't yet know and to address it. Your 
organization needs to distinguish “false 
knowns” (questionable but firmly held 
assumptions) from “underexploited knowns” 
(megatrends you may recognize and perhaps 
have even acted on, but without sufficient 
speed  or  emphas i s )  and  “unknown 
unknowns” (intrinsic uncertainties that you 
can prepare for only by hedging your bets).

Put an initiative on every risk.
Most companies have a portfolio of  strategic 
initiatives. It should become the engine that 
d r i v e s  y o u r  o r g a n i z a t i o n  i n t o 
adaptability—and it can, with a couple of  
simple enhancements. First, every significant 
source of  uncertainty should be addressed 
with an initiative. Depending on the nature of  
the uncertainty, the goal of  the initiative may 
be responding to a neglected business trend, 
creating options for responding to it down the 
line, or simply learning more about it. In 
managing these initiatives, your company 
should be as disciplined with metrics, time 
frames, and responsibilities as it would be for 
the product portfolio or the operating plan.

Examine multiple alternatives.
In a stable environment it is sufficient to 
improve what already exists or to examine 
single change proposals. The simple step of  
requiring that every change proposal be 
accompanied by several alternatives not only 
surfaces a more varied and powerful set of  
moves, but also legitimizes and fosters 
cognitive diversity and organizational 
flexibility.

Increase the clock speed.
The speed of  adaptation is a function of  the 
cycle time of  decision making. In a fast-
moving environment, companies need to 
accelerate change by making annual planning 
processes lighter and more frequent and 
sometimes by making episodic processes 
continual. 

The adaptive approach is no universal panacea. 
If  your industry is stable and relatively 
predictable, you may be better off  sticking to 
the traditional sources of  advantage. But if  
your competitive reality is uncertain and 
rapidly changing, as is true in an increasing 
number of  industries, you need a dynamic and 
sustainable way to stay ahead. Your survival 
may depend on building an organization that 
can exploit the four capabilities behind what 
we think of  as adaptive advantage.
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 Needs a 

Your

Strategy
Strategy

he oil industry holds relatively few surprises 
for strategists. Things change, of  course, 
sometimes dramatically, but in relatively 
predictable ways. Planners know, for 
instance, that global supply will rise and fall 

as geopolitical forces play out and new 
resources are discovered and exploited. They 

know that demand will rise and fall with incomes, 
GDPs, weather conditions, and the like. Because these factors 
are outside companies' and their competitors' control and 
barriers to entry are so high, no one is really in a position to 
change the game much. A company carefully marshals its 
unique capabilities and resources to stake out and defend its 
competitive position in this fairly stable firmament.

The internet software industry would be a nightmare for an oil 
industry strategist. Innovations and new companies pop up 
frequently, seemingly out of  nowhere, and the pace at which 
companies can build—or lose—volume and market share is 
head-spinning. A major player like Microsoft or Google or 
Facebook can, without much warning, introduce some new 
platform or standard that fundamentally alters the basis of  
competition. In this environment, competitive advantage 
comes from reading and responding to signals faster than 
your rivals do, adapting quickly to change, or capitalizing on 
technological leadership to influence how demand and 
competition evolve.

T
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Clearly, the kinds of  strategies that would 
work in the oil industry have practically no 
hope of  working in the far less predictable and 
far less settled arena of  internet software. And 
the skill sets that oil and software strategists 
need are worlds apart as well, because they 
operate on different time scales, use different 
tools, and have very different relationships 
with the people on the front lines who 
implement their plans. Companies operating 
in such dissimilar competitive environments 
should be planning, developing, and deploying 
their strategies in markedly different ways. But 
all too often, our research shows, they are not.

That is not for want of  trying. Responses from 
a recent BCG survey of  120 companies 
around the world in 10 major industry sectors 
show that executives are well aware of  the 
need to match their strategy-making processes 
to the specific demands of  their competitive 
environments. Still, the survey found, in 
practice many rely instead on approaches that 
are better suited to predictable, stable 
environments,  even when their  own 
environments are known to be highly volatile 
or mutable.

What's stopping these executives from making 
strategy in a way that fits their situation? We 
believe they lack a systematic way to go about 
it—a strategy for making strategy. Here we 
present a simple framework that divides 
strategy planning into four styles according to 
how predictable your environment is and how 
much power you have to change it. Using this 
framework, corporate leaders can match their 

strategic style to the particular conditions of  
their industry, business function, or 
geographic market.

How you set your strategy constrains the kind 
of  strategy you develop. With a clear 
understanding of  the strategic styles available 
and the conditions under which each is 
appropriate, more companies can do what we 
have found that the most successful are 
already doing—deploying their unique 
capabilities and resources to better capture 
the opportunities available to them.

Finding the Right Strategic Style
Strategy usually begins with an assessment of  
your industry. Your choice of  strategic style 
should begin there as well. Although many 
industry factors will play into the strategy you 
actually formulate, you can narrow down your 
options by considering just two critical 
factors: predictability (How far into the future 
and how accurately can you confidently 
forecast demand, corporate performance, 
compe t i t ive  dynamic s,  and  marke t 
expectations?) and malleability (To what extent 
can you or your competitors influence those 
factors?).

Put these two variables into a matrix, and four 
broad strategic styles—which we label classical, 
adaptive, shaping, and visionary—emerge. (See 
the exhibit “The Right Strategic Style for Your 
Environment.”) Each style is associated with 
distinct planning practices and is best suited to 
one environment. Too often strategists 
c o n f l a t e  p r e d i c t a b i l i t y  a n d 
malleability—thinking that any environment 
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that can be shaped is unpredictable—and thus 
divide the world of  strategic possibilities into 
only two parts (predictable and immutable or 
unpredictable and mutable), whereas they 
ought to consider all four. So it did not 
surprise us to find that companies that match 
their strategic style to their environment 
perform significantly better than those that 
don't. In our analysis, the three-year total 
shareholder returns of  companies in our 
survey that use the right style were 4% to 8% 
higher, on average, than the returns of  those 
that do not.

Let's look at each style in turn.

Classical.
When you operate in an industry whose 
environment is predictable but hard for your 
company to change, a classical strategic style 
has the best chance of  success. This is the style 
familiar to most managers and business school 
graduates—five forces, blue ocean, and 
growth-share matrix analyses are al l 
manifestations of  it. A company sets a goal, 
targeting the most favorable market position it 
can attain by capitalizing on its particular 
capabilities and resources, and then tries to 
build and fortify that position through orderly, 
successive rounds of  planning, using 
quantitative predictive methods that allow it to 
project well into the future. Once such plans 
are set, they tend to stay in place for several 
years. Classical strategic planning can work 
well as a stand-alone function because it 
requires special analytic and quantitative skills, 
and things move slowly enough to allow for 
information to pass between departments.

Oil company strategists, like those in many 
other mature industries, effectively employ the 

classical style. At a major oil company such as 
ExxonMobil or Shell, for instance, highly 
trained analysts in the corporate strategic-
planning office spend their days developing 
detailed perspectives on the long-term 
economic factors relating to demand and the 
technological factors relating to supply. These 
analyses allow them to devise upstream oil-
extraction plans that may stretch 10 years into 
the future and downstream production-
capacity plans up to five years out. It could 
hardly be otherwise, given the time needed to 
find and exploit new sources of  oil, to build 
production facilities, and to keep them 
running at optimum capacity. These plans, in 
turn, inform multiyear financial forecasts, 
which determine annual targets that are 
focused on honing the efficiencies required to 
maintain and bolster the company's market 
position and performance. Only in the face of  
something extraordinary—an extended Gulf  
war ;  a  se r i es  of  ma jor  o i l  re f iner y 
shutdowns—would plans be seriously 
revisited more frequently than once a year.

Adaptive.
The classical approach works for oil 
companies because their strategists operate in 
an environment in which the most attractive 
positions and the most rewarded capabilities 
today will, in all likelihood, remain the same 
tomorrow. But that has never been true for 
some industries, and, as has been noted before 
in these pages (“Adaptability: The New 
Competitive Advantage,” by Martin Reeves 
and Mike Deimler, HBR July–August 2011), 
it's becoming less and less true where global 
competition, technological innovation, social 
feedback loops, and economic uncertainty 
combine to make the environment radically 
and persistently unpredictable. In such an 

A company sets a goal, targeting the most favorable market 
position it can attain by capitalizing on its particular 

capabilities and resources, and then tries to build and fortify that 
position through orderly, successive rounds of planning, using 

quantitative predictive methods that allow it to project well into 
the future.

Decision Review Issue 14, November - December, 2018



For Adverts Placement! 
call: 08023764882

or send an email to: 
decisionmgtltd@gmail.com

Advertise with us!

DECISION
Review
(ISSN 2504-8805) is published quarterly, 

4 times a year by Decision Management 

Consult Limited.

ADVERT POSITIONS
Inside Front Cover (IFC)
Inside Back Cover (IBC)
Outside Back Cover (OBC)
Full Page (Pre-editorial)
Full Page (ROP)
Half Page
Quarter Page
Double Spread (Cover)

RATE (N) PER ISSUE
N650,000.00
N650,000.00
N750,000.00
N650,000.00
N400,000.00
N250,000.00
N150,000.00
N600,000 (N1,000,000)

AMOUNT (N) PER ANNUM
N2,600,000.00
N2,600.000.00
N3,000,000.00
N2,600,000.00
N1,600,000.00
N1,000,000.00
N600,000.00
N2,400,000 (N4,000,000)

For Corporate Event Feature & Coverage, 
send an email to; 

decisionmgtltd@gmail.com
or call 08033535664

 Subscribe              

& save 20%             

off  the cover                 

price!

DECISION
Review
  gives you more of what 
you cherish.

                                 NIGERIA                                  USA

One Year                  N6,400.00                                 $36.00

Two Years                 N12,800.00                               $72.00

Three Years             N19,200.00                               $108.00

Four Years               N25,600.00                               $140.00

Subscription Rate    Every issue of 

         

brings you inspiration and

 information         to help you and your 

organization make best decision.               

Subscribe today and you'll find             

everything when you want it.

DECISION
Review

Order by mail: d��� ecisionmgtltd@gmail.com

50 Decision Review Issue 14, November - December, 2018



51

environment, a carefully crafted classical 
strategy may become obsolete within months 
or even weeks.

Companies in this situation need a more 
adaptive approach, whereby they can 
constantly refine goals and tactics and shift, 
acquire, or divest resources smoothly and 
promptly. In such a fast-moving, reactive 
environment, when predictions are likely to be 
wrong and long-term plans are essentially 
useless, the goal cannot be to optimize 
efficiency; rather, it must be to engineer 
flexibility. Accordingly, planning cycles may 
shrink to less than a year or even become 
continual. Plans take the form not of  carefully 
specified blueprints but of  rough hypotheses 
based on the best available data. In testing 
them out, strategy must be tightly linked with 
or embedded in operations, to best capture 
change signals and minimize information loss 
and time lags.

Specialty fashion retailing is a good example 
of  this. Tastes change quickly. Brands become 
hot (or not) overnight. No amount of  data or 
planning will grant fashion executives the 
luxury of  knowing far in advance what to 
make. So their best bet is to set up their 
organizations to continually produce, roll out, 
and test a variety of  products as quickly as they 
can, constantly adapting production in the 
light of  new learning.

The Spanish retailer Zara uses the adaptive 
approach. Zara does not rely heavily on a 

formal planning process; rather, its strategic 
style is baked into its flexible supply chain. It 
maintains strong ties with its 1,400 external 
suppliers, which work closely with its 
designers and marketers. As a result, Zara can 
design, manufacture, and ship a garment to its 
stores in as little as two to three weeks, rather 
than the industry average of  four to six 
months. This allows the company to 
experiment with a wide variety of  looks and 
make small bets with small batches of  
potentially popular styles. If  they prove a hit, 
Zara can ramp up production quickly. If  they 
don't, not much is lost in markdowns. (On 
average, Zara marks down only 15% of  its 
inventory, whereas the figure for competitors 
can be as high as 50%.) So it need not predict 
or make bets on which fashions will capture 
its customers' imaginations and wallets from 
month to month. Instead it can respond 
quickly to information from its retail stores, 
constantly experiment with various offerings, 
and smoothly adjust to events as they play out.

Zara's strategic style requires relationships 
among its planners, designers, manufacturers, 
and distributors that are entirely different 
from what a company like ExxonMobil needs. 
Nevertheless, Exxon's strategists and Zara's 
designers have one critical thing in common: 
They take their competitive environment as a 
given and aim to carve out the best place they 
can within it.

Shaping.
Some environments, as internet software 
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vendors well know, can't be taken as given. For 
instance, in new or young high-growth 
industries where barriers to entry are low, 
innovation rates are high, demand is very hard 
to predict, and the relative positions of  
competitors are in flux, a company can often 
radically shift the course of  industry 
development through some innovative move. 
A mature industry that's similarly fragmented 
and not dominated by a few powerful 
incumbents, or is stagnant and ripe for 
disruption, is also likely to be similarly 
malleable.

In such an environment, a company 
employing a classical or even an adaptive 
strategy to find the best possible market 
position runs the risk of  selling itself  short, 
being overrun by events, and missing 
opportunities to control its own fate. It would 
do better to employ a strategy in which the 
g oa l  i s  to  shape  the  unpred ic t ab le 
environment to its own advantage before 
someone else does—so that it benefits no 
matter how things play out.

Like an adaptive strategy, a shaping strategy 
embraces short or continual planning cycles. 
Flexibility is paramount, little reliance is placed 
on elaborate prediction mechanisms, and the 
strategy is most commonly implemented as a 
portfolio of  experiments. But unlike adapters, 
shapers focus beyond the boundaries of  their 
own company, often by 
r a l l y i ng  a  fo r m idab l e 
ecosystem of  customers, 
s u p p l i e r s ,  a n d / o r 
complementors to their 
cause by defining attractive 
new markets, standards, 
technology platforms, and 
business practices. They 
propagate these through 
marketing, lobbying, and 
savvy partnerships. In the 
early stages of  the digital 
r e v o l u t i o n ,  i n t e r n e t 
s o f t w a r e  c o m p a n i e s 
frequently used shaping 
strategies to create new 
communities, standards, 

and platforms that became the foundations 
for new markets and businesses.

That's essentially how Facebook overtook the 
incumbent MySpace in just a few years. One 
of  Facebook's savviest strategic moves was to 
open its social-networking platform to outside 
developers in 2007, thus attracting all manner 
of  applications to its site. Facebook couldn't 
hope to predict how big or successful any one 
of  them would become. But it didn't need to. 
By 2008 it had attracted 33,000 applications; 
by 2010 that number had risen to more than 
550,000. So as the industry developed and 

It would do better to 
employ a strategy in 
which the goal is to 

shape the unpredictable 
environment to its own 

advantage before 
someone else does—so 

that it benefits no 
matter how things play 

out.
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more than two-thirds of  the successful social-
networking apps turned out to be games, it 
was not surprising that the most popular 
ones—created by Zynga, Playdom, and 
Playf ish—were operat ing from, and 
enriching, Facebook's site. What's more, even 
if  the social-networking landscape shifts 
dramatically as time goes on, chances are the 
most popular applications will still be on 
Facebook. That's because by creating a 
flexible and popular platform, the company 
actively shaped the business environment to 
its own advantage rather than merely staking 
out a position in an existing market or reacting 
to changes, however quickly, after they'd 
occurred.

Visionary.
Sometimes, not only does a company have the 
power to shape the future, but it's possible to 
know that future and to predict the path to 
realizing it. Those times call for bold 
strategies—the kind entrepreneurs use to 
create entirely new markets (as Edison did for 
electricity and Martine Rothblatt did for XM 
satellite radio), or corporate leaders use to 
revitalize a company with a wholly new 
vision—as Ratan Tata is trying to do with the 
ultra-affordable Nano automobile. These are 
the big bets, the build-it-and-they-will-come 
strategies.

Like a shaping strategist, the visionary 
considers the environment not as a given but 
as something that can be molded to 
advantage. Even so, the visionary style has 
more in common with a classical than with an 
adaptive approach. Because the goal is clear, 
strategists can take deliberate steps to reach it 
without having to keep many options open. 
It's more important for them to take the time 
and care they need to marshal resources, plan 
thoroughly, and implement correctly so that 
the vision doesn't fall victim to poor 
execution. Visionary strategists must have the 
courage to stay the course and the will to 
commit the necessary resources.

Back in 1994, for example, it became clear to 
UPS that the rise of  internet commerce was 
going to be a bonanza for delivery companies, 

because the one thing online retailers would 
always need was a way to get their offerings 
out of  cyberspace and onto their customers' 
doorsteps. This future may have been just as 
clear to the much younger and smaller FedEx, 
but UPS had the means—and the will—to 
make the necessary investments. That year it 
set up a cross-functional committee drawn 
from IT, sales, marketing, and finance to map 
out its path to becoming what the company 
later called “the enablers of  global e-
commerce.” The committee identified the 
ambitious initiatives that UPS would need to 
realize this vision, which involved investing 
some $1 billion a year to integrate its core 
package-tracking operations with those of  
web providers and make acquisitions to 
expand its global delivery capacity. By 2000 
UPS's multibillion-dollar bet had paid off: 
The company had snapped up a whopping 
60% of  the e-commerce delivery market.

Avoiding the Traps
In our survey, fully three out of  four 
executives understood that they needed to 
employ different strategic styles in different 
circumstances. Yet judging by the practices 
they actually adopted, we estimate that the 
same percentage were using only the two 
s t r a t e g i c  s t y l e s — c l a s s i c  a n d 
v i s i o n a r y — s u i t e d  t o  p r e d i c t a b l e 
environments (see the exhibit “Which 
Strategic Style Is Used the Most?”). That 
means only one in four was prepared in 
practice to adapt to unforeseeable events or 
to seize an opportunity to shape an industry 
to his or her company's advantage. Given our 
analysis of  how unpredictable their business 
environments actually are, this number is far 
too low. Understanding how different the 
various approaches are and in which 
environment each best applies can go a long 
way toward correcting mismatches between 
strategic style and business environment. But 
as strategists think through the implications 
of  the framework, they need to avoid three 
traps we have frequently observed.

Misplaced confidence.
You can't choose the right strategic style 
unless you accurately judge how predictable 
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and malleable your environment is. But when 
we compared executives' perceptions with 
ob jec t ive  measures  o f  the i r  ac tua l 
environments, we saw a strong tendency to 
overestimate both factors. Nearly half  the 
executives believed they could control 
uncertainty in the business environment 
through their own actions. More than 80% 
said that achieving goals depended on their 
own actions more than on things they could 
not control.

Unexamined habits.
Many executives recognized the importance 
of  building the adaptive capabilities required 
to address unpredictable environments, but 
fewer than one in five felt sufficiently 
competent in them. In part that's because 
many executives learned only the classical 
style, through experience or at business 
school. Accordingly, we weren't surprised to 
find that nearly 80% said that in practice they 
begin their strategic planning by articulating a 
goal and then analyzing how best to get there. 
What's more, some 70% said that in practice 
they value accuracy over speed of  decisions, 
even when they are well aware that their 
e n v i r o n m e n t  i s  f a s t - m o v i n g  a n d 
unpredictable. As a result, a lot of  time is 
being wasted making untenable predictions 
when a faster, more iterative, and more 
experimental approach would be more 
effective. Executives are also closely attuned 
to quarterly and annual financial reporting, 
which heavily influences their strategic-
planning cycles. Nearly 90% said they develop 

strategic plans on an annual basis, regardless 
of  the actual pace of  change in their business 
environments—or even what they perceive it 
to be.

Culture mismatches.
Although many executives recognize the 
importance of  adaptive capabilities, it can be 
highly countercultural to implement them. 
Classical strategies aimed at achieving 
economies of  scale and scope often create 
company cultures that prize efficiency and 
the elimination of  variation. These can of  
course undermine the opportunity to 
experiment and learn, which is essential for an 
adaptive strategy. And failure is a natural 
outcome of  experimentation, so adaptive and 
shaping strategies fare poorly in cultures that 
punish it.

Avoiding some of  these traps can be 
s t ra ight forward  once  the  d i f fe r ing 
requirements of  the four strategic styles are 
understood. Simply being aware that adaptive 
planning horizons don't necessarily correlate 
well with the rhythms of  financial markets, 
for instance, might go a long way toward 
eliminating ingrained planning habits. 
Similarly, understanding that the point of  
shaping and visionary strategies is to change 
the game rather than to optimize your 
position in the market may be all that's needed 
to avoid starting with the wrong approach.

Being more thoughtful about metrics is also 
helpful. Although companies put a great deal 
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of  energy into making predictions year after 
year, it's surprising how rarely they check to 
see if  the predictions they made in the prior 
year actually panned out. We suggest regularly 
reviewing the accuracy of  your forecasts and 
also objectively gauging predictability by 
tracking how often and to what extent 
companies in your industry change relative 
position in terms of  revenue, profitability, and 
other performance measures. To get a better 
sense of  the extent to which industry players 
c an  chang e  the i r  env i ronment ,  we 
recommend measuring industry youthfulness, 
concentration, growth rate, innovation rate, 
and rate of  technology change—all of  which 
increase malleability.

Operating in Many Modes
Matching your company's strategic style to the 
predictability and malleability of  your 
industry will align overall strategy with the 
broad economic conditions in which the 
company operates. But various company units 
may well operate in differing subsidiary or 
geographic markets that are more or less 
predictable and malleable than the industry at 
large. Strategists in these units and markets 
can use the same process to select the most 
e f f ec t ive  s t y l e  fo r  the i r  pa r t i cu l a r 
circumstances, asking themselves the same 
initial questions: How predictable is the 
environment in which our unit operates? How 
much power do we have to change that 
environment? The answers may vary widely. 
We estimate, for example, that the Chinese 
business environment overall has been almost 
twice as malleable and unpredictable as that in 
the United States, making shaping strategies 
often more appropriate in China.

Similarly, the functions within your company 
are likely to operate in environments that call 
for differing approaches to departmental 
planning. It's easy to imagine, for instance, 
that within the auto industry a classical style 
would work well for optimizing production 
but would be inappropriate for the digital 
marketing department, which probably has a 
far greater power to shape its environment 
(after all, that's what advertising aims to do) 
and would hardly benefit from mapping out 

its campaigns years in advance.

If  units or functions within your company 
would benefit from operating in a strategic 
style other than the one best suited to your 
industry as a whole, it follows that you will 
very likely need to manage more than one 
strategic style at a time. Executives in our 
survey are well aware of  this: In fact, fully 90% 
aspired to improve their ability to manage 
multiple styles simultaneously. The simplest 
but also the least flexible way to do this is to 
structure and run functions, regions, or 
business units that require differing strategic 
styles separately. Allowing teams within units 
to select their own styles gives you more 
flexibility in diverse or fast-changing 
environments but is  general ly more 
challenging to realize. 

Finally, a company moving into a different 
stage of  its life cycle may well require a shift in 
strategic style. Environments for start-ups 
tend to be malleable, calling for visionary or 
shaping strategies. In a company's growth and 
maturity phases, when the environment is less 
malleable, adaptive or classical styles are often 
best. For companies in a declining phase, the 
environment becomes more malleable again, 
generating opportunities for disruption and 
rejuvenation through either a shaping or a 
visionary strategy.

Once you have correctly analyzed your 
environment, not only for the business as a 
whole but for each of  your functions, 
divisions, and geographic markets, and you 
have identified which strategic styles should 
be used, corrected for your own biases, and 
taken steps to prime your company's culture 
so that the appropriate styles can successfully 
be applied, you will need to monitor your 
environment and be prepared to adjust as 
conditions change over time. Clearly that's no 
easy task. But we believe that companies that 
continually match their strategic styles to their 
situation will enjoy a tremendous advantage 
over those that don't.
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BOOK SUMMARIES

Boook Summaries
The Change Maker's Playbook
How to Seek, Seed and Scale Innovation in Any Company
by Amy J. Radin

In the stories, tools, techniques and advice inside The Change Maker's Playbook, 
leaders will find tangible steps to find and safeguard the plans that will deliver the 
sustainable business-changing impacts – new customers, new relationships, new 
sources of  value and growth their businesses need. Radin's 9-part framework 
shows leaders how to find the big ideas and follow them through 
implementation. Three phases - Seeking, Seeding and Scaling – organize the 
framework in a format that outlines every step of  the way.

.
The Expertise Economy
How the Smartest Companies Use Learning to Engage, Compete and Succeed
by Kelly Palmer & David Blake

Companies and their employees need to focus on building skills for the future. 
The Expertise Economy shows how the most forward-thinking companies, big and 
small, are transforming their employees into experts and ultimately creating their 
biggest competitive advantage. Kelly Palmer and David Blake challenge CEOs 
and business leaders to let go of  outdated and traditional ways of  closing the 
skills gap and embrace the urgency of  reskilling and upskilling the workforce.

Costovation
Innovation That Gives Your Customers Exactly What They Want - and Nothing More
by Stephen Wunker & Jennifer Luo Law

Costovation solves the dilemma of  how to spend less and innovate more. The 
book's revolutionary approach broadens the definition of  innovation beyond 
products to the business model itself. With costovation, you let go of  
assumptions, take a fresh look at the market, and relentlessly focus on what 
customers really want. Innovation and cost-cutting are not opposites. Combined, 
they expose untapped opportunities to outsmart and underspend competitors.

Business Chemistry
Practical Magic for Crafting Powerful Work Relationships
by Kim Christfort & Suzanne Vickberg
Business Chemistry will help you grasp where others are coming from, appreciate 
the value they bring, and determine what they need in order to excel. It offers 
practical ways to be more effective as an individual and as a leader. Based on 
extensive research and analytics, plus years of  proven success in the field, the 
Business Chemistry framework provides a simple yet powerful way to identify 
meaningful differences between people's working styles.

The Long-Distance Leader
Rules for Remarkable Remote Leadership
by Kevin Eikenberry & Wayne Turmel

In The Long-Distance Leader, Kevin Eikenberry and Wayne Turmel use their 
"Three-O" Model to refocus leaders to think about outcomes, others and 
ourselves – elements of  leadership that remain unchanged, whether employees 
are down the hall or halfway around the world. By pairing it with the Remote 
Leadership Model, which emphasizes using technology as a tool and not a 
distraction, leaders can navigate the terrain of  managing teams wherever they are.
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