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The Human Side of Competitive Intelligence
Tom Hawes, JTHawes Consulting, LLC

In a high tech world, we are sometimes

tempted to quantify, define and plan with a

hopeful certainty about the outcomes. It is

common for leaders and teams to specify a

view of the future or of the market and

create surefire (they hope) means to be

successful. It is also common for people to

assume that all within an organization are

disposed to work together enthusiastically

and seamlessly.

“Plan A will lead to 30% sales growth this

year!”

“Our new product will blunt Competitor X’s

market share and result in 10% incremental

profit.”

“All we have to do is get everyone on board

with the new strategy, shift the execution

focus and convince the potential customers

and we will win!!”

We do similar things in competitive

intelligence. We start with a noble goal of

understanding what every significant

competitor is trying to do. Add to that

knowledge of the market forces at play.

Then, almost magically, we hope, the

organization will snap to attention to devise

the tactics needed to overcome the

competitive gaps (leading to the 30% sales

growth, of course). More than that, we will

be universally welcomed for our valuable

contribution to the organization. Let the

praise rain down on our heads.

The only problem is that things are not that

simple. Much as turning an ocean liner is a

slow process that cannot be abbreviated,

establishing an effective competitive

intelligence system to deliver significant

results is not a fast process. Aside from the

knowledge and techniques that are

required, many human elements affect

progress.

Would it be surprising to you, for example,

that many of your assumed allies and

supporters are not rooting for your success?

Other “people” complications await you.

Competitive intelligence needs the

sponsorship of a senior leader in the

organization. That leader may or may not

recognize such a need. Indeed, perhaps

they think it is a sign of weakness to ask for

help. Why don’t they already know what

their competitors are doing? Is the
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identification of a competitive gap an

indictment of their strategy?

Sometimes the ownership (and

presentation) of competitive information is

embodied in a person or organization

already. If that is true, then it threatening

when someone else furnishes competitive

intelligence information. Preserving their job

easily can take precedence over

supporting the new competitive intelligence

person or function.

Maybe someone previously tried

competitive intelligence and the results

were not helpful. (It is worth noting that

almost any overhead function is subject to

such criticisms.) Organizations experts can

use their memory to slow or block most any

new move.

Moreover, the list can go on. People and

their responses to change are probably the

largest determinant for the success of a new

competitive intelligence program. The

people within the organization are more

important than the tools, computer systems,

training, presentation techniques, insightful

interviewing and any other element of the

competitive intelligence system.

Therefore, considering all of these people

issues and the other important details, here

are fifteen steps (starting from scratch) to

build an effective, recognized competitive

intelligence function in your business.

Figure 1: Steps for Creating CI Function
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managers seem willing to sponsor

competitive intelligence activities and fewer

still support them over time.

Fortunately, (from a getting started on CI

perspective) there is abundant pain evident

today.

Competitive pressures caused by the

macroeconomic environment relentlessly

buffet companies. The need is great to

operate efficiently, retain customers and

survive until more general prosperity returns.

People that can help their organization’s

leaders navigate through the times will be

highly valued for their contribution. Business

leaders are looking for people to help ease

their pain. If you are one of those people

and can provide “pain relief” through

effective competitive intelligence, then you

may just be successful in starting a long

lasting service.

First, you have to get the job.

Step 2: Get The Job

Do you believe that the best jobs are the

ones created for you? That is, because of

your interests, skills and initiatives, you

convince someone to assign to you what

you wanted all along.

Competitive intelligence positions are often

like that. It starts with recognizing that

something is missing in the organization and

seeing that the missing element is causing

real pain to someone in leadership. Though

his or her response to the pain may not be

the immediate formation of a competitive

intelligence function, there is an opportunity

for someone with insight to gain such a role.

What does it take to get the job? There are

two important points to remember.

First, ask for the job by name.

That means that using “competitive”,

“competitor” or “intelligence” in your

discussions is important. At this stage, it only

signals the domain of your effort. It does not

mean that the leader has to authorize a

budget, commit significant personal time or

invest their prestige in the effort. It does alert

those that are observant that you might be

about a larger, more valuable task.

Here is what you might say to your leader to

get their support to move to the next stage.

Their manager asks for an overview of the

competitive environment but they realize

that they only have the barest

understanding summarized.
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“I’d like to pull together a summary of

competitive information for you. I could post

a presentation for your review shortly about

our top three competitors. Would that be

interesting to you?”

A competitor’s move blindsides the

organization.

“I am researching how competitor X goes to

market without us knowing something about

their intentions. As I uncover intelligence

about what they did, would you like to see

the highlights?”

Multiple competitors are repeatedly

introducing better products and services

and the manager does not know how they

can do it.

“I have some speculation about how our

competitors are operating that allows them

to beat us to market. I think that some

competitive intelligence might be useful to

plan our countermoves. Would you like to

see the conclusions from this study?”

A key customer is contemplating a switch to

a rival and tells them that their offerings

(which they assumed were the best) are not

competitive.

“I plan to speak with our sales team to get

to the bottom of what our customers are

telling us. I think that I can succinctly

summarize the key differences between

their products and ours. Maybe using this

intelligence we focus of what improvements

matter most.”

The manager’s goal to increase sales and

profits has stalled and no one can explain

why this is true.

“There seem to changes happening in the

competitive environment affecting our

performance. Perhaps studying the market

forces and presenting them to you would

help us refine our strategies. Is this

interesting?”

In every case, we are asking for a

competitive intelligence role but in a way

that is easy for a senior leader to accept. It is

also fair to note that we need to be

concerned about others in the organization.

However, if you are just starting and are

modest about your ambitions, they are

more likely to be cooperative than

obstructive.

Implicit in asking for the job is setting

expectations about the expected benefit.

Therefore, the second major point is to

promise improvement, not miracles.


