
 

 

Competitive Advantage  
 

Course Module in Business Strategy 
 
Course Modules help instructors select and sequence material for use as part of a course. Each module 
represents the thinking of subject matter experts about the best materials to assign and how to organize 
them to facilitate learning. 
 
Each module recommends four to six items. Whenever possible at least one alternative item for each 
main recommendation is included, as well as suggested supplemental readings that may provide a 
broader conceptual context. Cases form the core of many modules but we also include readings from 
Harvard Business Review, background notes, and other course materials. 
 
1. Overview of suggested content (HBS case unless otherwise noted) 
 

Title  Author Product 
Number 

Publication 
Year Pages Teaching Note 

1. Understanding the Competition and Emergent Strategy 
Honda (A)  
and Honda (B) 

Christiansen 
& Pascale 

384049 
384050 

1983 
1999 

9p 
9p 

704022 

and British Motorcycle 
Industry at a Crossroads 

Rivkin 703031 2003 12p 704022 

Alternative: Netflix Shih, 
Kaufman & 
Spinola 

607138 2007 15p 607139 

2. Competitive Positioning 
Husky Injection Molding 
Systems 

Rivkin 799157 1999 23p 700087 

Alternative: Wal-Mart Stores, 
2003 (Abridged Version) 

Cespedes 709423 2008 25p -- 

Supplement: Creating 
Competitive Advantage  
(HBS note) 

Ghemawat & 
Rivkin 

798062 1998 21p -- 

3. Alignment 
Edward Jones in 2006: 
Confronting Success 

Collis & 
Smith 

707497 2007 27p 710450 

Alternative 1: Cleveland 
Clinic: Growth Strategy 2012 

Porter & 
Teisberg 

709473 2009 22p 710466 

https://hbsp.harvard.edu/search?N=&Nrpp=10&Ntt=384049
http://cb.hbsp.harvard.edu/cb/product/384050-PDF-ENG
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/search?N=&Nrpp=10&Ntt=703031
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/search?N=&Nrpp=10&Ntt=703031
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/search?N=&Nrpp=10&Ntt=607138
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/search?N=&Nrpp=10&Ntt=799157
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/search?N=&Nrpp=10&Ntt=799157
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/search?N=&Nrpp=10&Ntt=709423
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/search?N=&Nrpp=10&Ntt=709423
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/search?N=&Nrpp=10&Ntt=798062
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/search?N=&Nrpp=10&Ntt=798062
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/search?N=&Nrpp=10&Ntt=707497
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/search?N=&Nrpp=10&Ntt=707497
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/search?N=&Nrpp=10&Ntt=709473
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/search?N=&Nrpp=10&Ntt=709473


 

 

Alternative 2: Airborne 
Express (Abridged) 

Rivkin 798070 1998 23p 700085 

Supplement: Why System, 
Not Structure, Is the Way 
Toward Strategic Alignment: 
A Historical Perspective 
(HBP newsletter) 

Kaplan & 
Norton 

B0607A 2006 5p -- 

4. Value Creation 
The Economist Oberholzer-

Gee & Anand 
710441 2010 23p -- 

Alternative: Curled Metal, Inc. 
– Engineered Products 
Division 

Shapiro & 
Cespedes 

709434 2008 14p 709501 

Supplement: Quantitative 
Analysis of Competitive 
Position: Customer Demand 
and Willingness to Pay 
(HBS note) 

Collis 711495 2011 11p -- 

 
 
 
II. Rationale for selecting and sequencing the items in this module 
 
Effective strategists configure all of a firm’s internal choices to attain a competitive advantage within an 
external environment. They try to align every part of a company to create a whole that is greater than the 
sum of its parts. This module includes four approaches to obtaining competitive advantage to outperform 
most other players in a given industry. 
 
Section 1 invites students to figure out ways to cope well with competitive forces in a particular industry 
over time. One particular challenge for strategists involves understanding a competitor’s emergent 
strategy – a strategy that evolves more through trial and error rather than a sustained commitment to a 
long-term vision. Although emergent strategies are sometimes inelegant, competitors must understand 
the economic logic of a successful emergent strategy if they hope to combat it. The three related cases in 
this section (Honda A, Honda B, and British Motorcycle Industry at a Crossroads) along with a 
comprehensive teaching note, allow educators to teach about strategy process and strategy content in an 
integrated and compatible way.  
 
Section 2 looks at how firms can find success by offering a mix of products and services that is distinctive 
from the mix offered by competitors. The Husky case features a company positioning itself in a market 
niche, while the Wal-Mart case looks at the success of a firm that seeks differentiation by offering lower 
prices to consumers.  
 
Section 3 features firms that gain advantages through reinforcing decisions in and across functions.  
 

https://hbsp.harvard.edu/search?N=&Nrpp=10&Ntt=798070
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/search?N=&Nrpp=10&Ntt=798070
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/search?N=&Nrpp=10&Ntt=B0607A
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/search?N=&Nrpp=10&Ntt=B0607A
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/search?N=&Nrpp=10&Ntt=B0607A
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/search?N=&Nrpp=10&Ntt=B0607A
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/search?N=&Nrpp=10&Ntt=710441
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/search?N=&Nrpp=10&Ntt=709434
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/search?N=&Nrpp=10&Ntt=709434
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/search?N=&Nrpp=10&Ntt=709434
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/search?N=&Nrpp=10&Ntt=711495
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/search?N=&Nrpp=10&Ntt=711495
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/search?N=&Nrpp=10&Ntt=711495
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/search?N=&Nrpp=10&Ntt=711495
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/search?N=&Nrpp=10&Ntt=384049
http://cb.hbsp.harvard.edu/cb/product/384050-PDF-ENG
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/search?N=&Nrpp=10&Ntt=703031
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/search?N=&Nrpp=10&Ntt=799157
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/search?N=&Nrpp=10&Ntt=709423


 

 

Section 4 begins with The Economist, an organization that attempts to drive a wider wedge than 
competitors achieve between the costs they incur and the willingness to pay (i.e., “value creation”) they 
generate among customers. 
 

https://hbsp.harvard.edu/search?N=&Nrpp=10&Ntt=710441

