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The following questions are designed to help you determine whether you have an identifiable competitive edge and whether you are currently capitalizing on it:
1. Have I clearly defined my company and my target market?


2. Who are my competitors?


3. What is my company's specific strategy for success?


4. Do I regularly track my competitors' moves?


5. Do I take advantage of my competitors' weaknesses?


6. What have I learned from my competitors' mistakes?


7. What have I learned from my competitors' strengths?


8. Do I take advantage of competitive opportunities?


9. Does my company possess a uniqueness that easily separates it from my competitors? What, specifically, is it?


10. Would I pay money to use my own product or service?


11. How do my prices compare with the rest of my industry?


12. Who are my customers?


13. Do I have a loyal customer base?


14. Am I sensitive to my customers' needs and requests?


15. Are my employees trained in customer service?


16. What trends do I see for my industry in the future? Is my company and my product mix aligned with those trends?


17. Do I have the capabilities and resources to compete in the market five to 10 years from now?


18. What is my vision for my company five to 10 years from now? 


If you answered "no" or "I don't know" to more than one of the above questions, you may need some assistance with discovering and/or leveraging your competitive edge.
In Search of an Edge
Step 1: Define Yourself 
Compile a list of all of the features and benefits your company has to offer (no matter how insignificant they may seem) and enter them into a database. Consider having an unbiased person assist you think of some of the features you may be overlooking.
In developing your list, be sure to brainstorm all aspects of your:
· Product/service, including packaging, price, quantities, portion sizes, warranties and guarantees
· Office/stores, including environment, layout and hours of operation
· Staff, especially customer service representatives and others who interact directly with your clientele
· Operating procedures
· Sales and promotional activities
· Goodwill-building events, such as sponsoring a local Little League team or a charity event
Step 2: Examine Your Rivals
Just as you did in Step 1, make a list of all of your competitors and their respective features and benefits to use as a comparison tool. 
Concentrate on answering the following questions about each competitor:
1. What are their strengths?


2. What are their weaknesses?


3. What are their capabilities?


4. Who is their customer base?


5. What are their revenues?


6. Are their profit margins growing?


7. What are their promotional and marketing strategies?


8. What are their current offerings?


9. What are their future goals? 




Step 3: Identify Customer Preferences 
To round out that picture, you'll want to clearly define your customers, in respect to their wants and needs. Ask yourself the following questions: 
1. What do my customers need from me? In defining needs, these should be features or benefits that truly make or break a sale.


2. What do my customers want from me? In contrast to needs, these "wants" are features or benefits that make it more pleasant to do business with you - but they are not crucial to making a sale. 


3. What features or benefits do they not care about? While you want to fulfill as many of your clients' wants and needs as possible, you do not want to waste time on items that provide no return in terms of competitive edge or customer loyalty. 


4. What motivates my customers to buy, i.e., price, quality, credibility, customer service, location, etc.? 


5. How often do my customers make purchases? Daily? Weekly? Monthly? Annually? Seasonally? 


6. How much research do my customers conduct on a product or service before buying it? 


7. What services or products are my customers willing to spend more on? 


8. What services or products do my customers wish to spend less on? 


9. What are my customers' current buying trends and habits? 



The following are good sample questions to include in your research:
Please rate the following according to their level of importance to you in making purchases:
		 
	Very Important
	Somewhat Important
	Not Important

	Price
	
	
	

	Quality of products or services 
	
	
	

	Brand name recognition 
	
	
	

	Customer service 
	
	
	

	Broad array of services 
	
	
	

	Friendly staff attitude 
	
	
	

	Discounts and sales 
	
	
	

	Attractiveness of packaging 
	
	
	

	Convenience of store location 
	
	
	

	Store appearance 
	
	
	

	Convenience of product/service use 
	
	
	

	Guarantees/warranties
	
	
	

	Technical assistance
	
	
	

	Flexible payment terms 
	
	
	





Step 4: Draw on Personal Experience 
Next, make a list of all of your favorite companies and vendors and ask yourself why you enjoy doing business with them. What is it about them that attracts you? Is it their prices? Their products? Their service? The fact that they know you by name? Do they clear up problems and correct mistakes in a timely, hassle-free manner? 

Now, list the companies that you refuse to do business with. Again, ask yourself why. What has turned you off? Are their salespeople rude and unhelpful? Are their shelves poorly stocked? Is their parking limited? Is the quality of their product or services poor? Are they overpriced? Do they not take your problems and complaints seriously? 

Step 5: Make Sense of It All 

After you have gathered all of the information in Steps 1-4 and organized it into a usable report or spreadsheet, you will be able to make cross-comparisons between the wants and needs of your customers and the benefits and features you and your competitors currently offer. You will then be able to identify "holes" in the market: unmet needs and wants, unavailable benefits and features that represent opportunities to create and capitalize on a competitive edge. For example, let's assume you own a dry cleaning store. And let's say that your research from Steps 3-4 shows that the vast majority of your customers consider convenience a very important consideration in making purchases. If your data from Steps 1-2 shows that nobody in your market is offering delivery service, that is a prime opportunity for creating a profitable edge for your business.
Strategies From the Edge 
Differentiation 
There are limitless things you can do to make your company unique simply by using a little imagination and creativity; they include:
· Look at what your competitor has to offer. What new spin can you put on it? 
· Assess your product. Can you add/delete any features that might make it more desirable or useful than your competitors? 
· Think of new uses for old products or new ways to package or bundle your offerings. 
· Analyze your marketing strategy. Are there innovative ways to promote your brand that will have significant impact on your target market?
· Make sure your products are user-friendly and easy to order, thus making it effortless to do business with you. 
· Provide exceptional customer service, hours of operation, guarantees, etc.
· Offer special services, such as delivery or layaway, that your competitors don't. 
Price 
There are many other ways to lure in price-sensitive customers, including: 
· Special offers for repeat customers and introductory offers 
· Coupons 
· Sales and discounts 
· Financing packages 
· A convenient return policy 
· A hassle-free, money-back guarantee
Product 
Ask yourself the following questions about your product or service:
1. Does my product perform?
2. Is it durable?
3. Is it reliable?
4. Is it fairly priced?
5. Does it consistently live up to its reputation?
6. Am I known in my industry for producing quality goods/services?
7. Does my product have brand recognition?
8. Can I create ways to ensure that my product/service is in demand?
9. Is my product a trendsetter?
10. Can I think of innovative ways to encourage more people to buy my product?
11. Can I market companion products/services? 
Marketing Strategies 
In devising your plan, keep in mind the following: 
· Ask yourself what the primary goal of your marketing strategy will be: Increased sales? Better brand-name recognition? A public relations effort?
· Remember to whom you are selling and keep your message targeted 
· Focus on your product's or service's benefits rather than features 
· Don't be afraid to tout your successes 
· Be sure your plan is attainable 
· Perform a detailed market analysis (obtain pertinent demographic facts, figures and other relevant data) before you put your plan into action
Have a back-up strategy in mind, especially if your primary one is risky
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