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WHAT IS 
COMPETITIVE ADVANTAGE ?
Competitive advantage means 
gaining superiority over your 
competitors through a significant 
organisational difference which plays 
to your strengths. Traditionally, this 
was achieved either through offering 
lower prices or by providing better 
products and services; but times are 
changing and as manufacturers you 
need to stay ahead of the game.

The phrase ‘competitive advantage’ 
was coined by Michael Porter in 1985 
in his seminal business book of the 
same name. In this book, he detailed 
two ways in which competitive 
advantage could be established:

a)  Cost advantage – offer products 
at cheaper prices than your 
competitors

b)  Differentiation advantage – provide 
better products and services than 
your competitors

These methods were undoubtedly 
ground-breaking at the time of 
his publication, and they have 
continued to resonate until recent 
times. However, the marketplace has 
changed, and clinging to outdated 
theory is a hindrance to your 
potential for competitive advantage.

WE’RE GOING TO:
Discuss how competitive advantage has changed since Michael 
Porter’s theories.

Consider how using modern ways of thinking about competitive 
advantage can help you to grow your business and profits.

Establish how to begin your journey by evaluating your business 
against our five key parameters for modern competitive advantage.

Challenge you to view your marketplace (and your business) 
differently.

Provide you with a call to action if you wish to push forward.

PART 1
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COMPETITIVE ADVANTAGE: 
TIMES ARE CHANGING

Michael Porter’s Competitive 
Advantage was a masterpiece of a 
book. It educated a whole host of 
business students and leaders and 
it was the first of its kind in helping 
businesses to understand why they 
were winning or losing.

Because of Porter’s book, board 
rooms all over the world met to 
decide if they were they aiming for 
cost advantage or differentiation 
advantage; the diversified business 
model became a swear word in the 
pursuit of the holy grail of focus.

Michael Porter is a giant of a man. 
He is famous. He is attributed with 
marvellous quotes: 

‘The essence of strategy is choosing 
what not to do.’ – Michael Porter

We don’t pretend to compete. 
However, we do contend that 
Michael Porter and his theories were 
a product of their time.

Time has moved on and even 
these hard-core centres of strategic 
thinking are ready for challenge.
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GETTING OUT FROM 
UNDER THE OLD ROCK 

In Michael Porter’s era the 
established communication channels 
were common to all. Marketing 
could be better or worse, but the 
platforms it was distributed to were 
homogenous. In today’s terms it 
could be characterised as ‘shout 
very loudly and hope that the right 
people hear it’.

In the manufacturing sector we 
obsess over our product: its quality, 
its cost, its features and its benefits. 
In Michael Porter’s world, those who 
were best and fastest to lead would 
win, and the simple choices facing 
the board of yesteryear were to focus 
on either differentiation advantage or 
cost advantage.

Fast forward to today: the choices 
are numerous and multi-faceted, 

and making the right choice is so 
much harder. In practice, the average 
manufacturer is plumping for 
‘business as normal’ because making 
a choice here is just too difficult and 
confusing.

Further to this, we suggest that 
competitive advantage as it was 
once conceived is now impossible 
to achieve. You may be able to 
achieve some temporary advantage, 
but that elusive add-on of the word 
‘sustainable’ is now impossible to 
create.

MOVING FORWARD:
Now, competitive advantage is 
established from:
•  The reach of your 

communications
•  The specificity of the 

communication to the 
individual receiver

MODERN COMPETITIVE ADVANTAGE:  
GROWING YOUR BUSINESS 
AND PROFITS

PART 2

MODERN COMPETITIVE ADVANTAGE IS HAVING 
A GENUINE DIFFERENCE THAT IS SUSTAINABLE 
AND RELEVANT TO YOUR CUSTOMER
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Modern competitive advantage is 
born from being different: a genuine 
difference that is sustainable and 
is relevant to enough of your target 
customers to actually matter.

The route to success is to:

•  Dominate the communication 
channel of the target customers

•  Create genuine empathy with 
those customers

•  Have them understand precisely 
why your proposition is different

Note the word ‘different’. Not 
necessarily better, cheaper, faster, 
bigger, stronger - but simply different 
in a way that matters to them.

Remember:

•  Competitive advantage has 
changed since Porter’s simple 
decision between either cost 
advantage or differentiation 
advantage.

•  Competitive advantage is 
now established from the 
reach of your communications 
and the specificity of the 
communication to the 
individual receiver.

•  You need to establish a 
genuine difference that is 
sustainable and relevant to your 
target customers.
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At Nucroft we have worked 
extensively to create a 26-point 
evaluation by which we assess a 
company’s prospects for sustainable 
growth. We can’t match Porter’s 
brevity, but we can share our key five 
parameters - test yourselves against 
these as a start:

1.  POINT OF 
DIFFERENCE

Is there something genuinely 
different about your product, service 
or offering that is sustainable and 
matters hugely to your clients or 
customers?

The below phrases do not count:
•  Great team
•  Good relationships
•  Great customer service
•  We care about our customers
•  We genuinely care 
•  Our product is better

Always begin with the principle that 
no one believes this, and even if they 
do they don’t care!  

Remember: even supplying 
something at the lowest price is only 
a transitory benefit.

AS A MANUFACTURER, 
YOU NEED TO:
•  Find some aspect of your 

product or offering that 
genuinely matters to your 
customer

•  Be radically superior at 
matching that need

•  Throughout your organisation 
obsess over continuously 
widening the gap between 
your business and your 
competitors

HOW TO BEGIN YOUR JOURNEY:  
OUR FIVE KEY PARAMETERS 
FOR COMPETITIVE 
ADVANTAGE

PART 3

IT IS TOUGH TO ESTABLISH YOUR TRUE POINT 
OF DIFFERENCE; BUT IT IS ALSO IMPERATIVE
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This is particularly tough for the average manufacturer or industrial company. 
There is no clean sheet of paper; there are machines, people with specific 
skills, inventory, and facilities with constraints. 

This is not an upscale office in a city centre with flexible working hours, 
creches and play areas for employees.

It is undoubtedly tough to establish your true point of difference; but it is also 
imperative to your future success.

COMPETITIVE 
ADVANTAGE 
IN ACTION: 
TUPPERWARE
How could you possibly truly 
differentiate a plastic box? Would 
you really think you could make 
the lowest cost plastic box? 
Would you even want to try?

Tupperware have found their 
point of difference in the sales 
process: the Tupperware party. 
The absolute social imperative is 
to buy, whatever the price.

There is a Tupperware party every 
1.3 seconds somewhere on the 
globe, sharing the profits with 
those highly motivated party 
organisers.

Manufacturers obsess over the 
product and consider making 
a related service or delivery 
mechanism the real Point of 
Difference.

Remember:

•  As a manufacturer, establishing 
your point of difference is 
difficult but imperative to your 
success.

•  If your point of difference 
includes anything remotely 
generic, scrap it and start 
again.

•  Point of difference: find your 
difference that matters to 
your customer; be amazing at 
delivering that difference; use 
everything in your business to 
widen the gap between you 
and your competitors.

WITH AN OPERATING 
MANUFACTURER 
THERE IS NO SUCH 
THING AS A CLEAN 
SHEET OF PAPER
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2.  KNOW YOUR CUSTOMER

We are all bombarded with constant 
communication, email, Snapchat, 
Instagram, LinkedIn, Facebook. 
In such a sea of communication, 
we can’t decide on our point of 
difference until we really understand 
what matters to our customer.

Remember: (as obvious as it may 
seem) it is futile to create a point of 
difference that your customer doesn’t 
care about.

You think you know your customer, 
but do you really? Do you understand 

their beliefs, their passions, and their 
habits? Do you really understand 
the difference between what they 
say they care about and what 
they actually care about? Do you 
understand clearly the best way to 
communicate with your customers?

Remember: the only thing you 
absolutely MUST be able to 
communicate is your point of 
difference. Everything else is either 
noise or is a platform for the point of 
difference.

COMPETITIVE ADVANTAGE IN ACTION:  
GINETTA CARS

Ginetta Cars make high-
performance racing cars that are 
right on the edge of the laws of 
what is allowed to be driven on 
UK roads, and not just a race track. 
They are a small company based in 
Yorkshire competing with the likes 
of Mercedes, Ferrari, and so on. 
How one earth do they do that? 

The answer: they know their 
customers intimately. Their 
customer base consists mainly 
of 50-plus males with too much 
money, a bit of a mid-life crisis and 
a need to impress.

They sell not the car itself, but the 
car in the context of a year-long 
racing and training programme, 
incorporating all of the really high-
profile tracks in the UK. 

They are selling their customers the 
ability to have dinner party stories 
for all time. They communicate by 
nurturing that dream and offering 
an avenue for the bored to explore 
a new avenue: the offer a new lease 
of life - worth far more money than 
any car.
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Manufacturers can be slow to 
understand their customers. 
You often have too many other 
things on your plate from people 
management, to quality, to 
facilities; life is full of must do’s. 
The titillating world of the tech 
company with its clean sheet of 
paper can spend its resources 
on customer engagement and 
knowledge – you can’t.

If you do though, then you can 
translate these hindrances to 
forward progress into huge 
advantages.

Remember:

•  Find out who your 
customers really are 
and what they really 
care about, and ensure 
your point of difference 
corresponds to their needs.

•  You must ensure you 
effectively communicate 
your point of difference – 
anything else is noise.

•  If you can find the 
resources for customer 
engagement and 
knowledge you will be 
able to tap into huge 
advantages.
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3.  SOLVE A PROBLEM FOR YOUR CUSTOMERS 
THAT OTHERS ARE NOT WILLING OR ABLE  
TO SOLVE

We all have challenges in our 
business and personal life that seem 
permanent; very often we are so used 
to them that we don’t even recognise 
them as problems anymore. They 
have become so much a part of the 
way we operate and lead our daily 
lives that we don’t mention them 
in conversation; they fall into the 
category of ‘that’s just the way it is’.
 
The real curiosity here though is 
that there are companies out there 
today who can solve these problems 
overnight. However, they won’t. This 
is because they are either unaware, 
unimaginative or, more likely, they 
make huge profits from the way 
things are.

Finding the puzzle in the first place:

Know your customers. Find their 
problems. Look at their habits from 
the ground up and deconstruct them 
to look for habitual inefficiencies. 
Turning your customer’s tolerated 
problems into your point of 
difference is a sure route to success.

Example: TransferWise was born from 
the fact that traditional banks make 
huge profits from currency exchange. 
Consumers thought that this was just 
the way it was. Banks enjoyed the 
very high profits until TransferWise 
pointed out the alternative.

COMPETITIVE ADVANTAGE IN ACTION: WINNOW

Winnow offers the hospitality 
industry a way of measuring 
and eliminating waste that 
counters the traditional input / 
output calculations that were so 
inaccurate as to create massive loss 
of profits. They use technology to 
gather data from which kitchen 
waste can be measured and used 
to make kitchens more efficient. 
This leads to dramatic reductions 
in both food waste and cost.

How it works: a touch screen tablet 
is used to record the food being 
thrown away, and it is weighed 
prior to being discarded; this allows 
a cost to be established for the 
waste. Cloud software collects and 
manages this process daily. Chefs 
adjust their purchasing decisions 
accordingly, with the opportunity 
to cut waste in half, save money, 
and reduce their environmental 
footprint.



10 Competitive advantage for Manufacturers

Remember:

•  Your customer often won’t be 
able to recognise the problems 
they have.

•  If you know your customer well 
then you have the opportunity 
to discover their habitual 
inefficiencies and solve the 
problems they didn’t even 
know they had.

•  Solving their hidden problems 
creates a successful point of 
difference.
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4.   FIND A CAUSE THAT MATTERS TO YOUR 
TARGET CUSTOMERS

Businesses that create a common 
cause with their customers are on to 
sure winner.  If that cause relates to 
your customers’ unresolved problems 
and ties to your point of difference, 
then the world is yours!

When it comes to communications 
with your target customers, a cause 
is manna from heaven. Every client 
will become a disciple, every referral 
given by a genuine independent.

Remember: If they care they will 
share, they will promote, they will 
do your job for you.

But be aware: the cause is not the local 
charity. It is not the disaster relief fund 
for an impoverished country beset 
by the latest natural phenomenon. It 
is not a school in Rwanda. However 
laudable those causes may be, you 
need something that truly resonates 
with your target customer.

Example: TransferWise didn’t 
advertise itself as having cheaper 
exchange fees. It proclaimed loudly 
the unfairness of the big banks 
making huge profits at the expense 
of those working hard to send money 
to relatives in other countries.

Remember: your cause needs to 
be something that your customers 
genuinely want to engage with.

COMPETITIVE 
ADVANTAGE IN 
ACTION:  
HONEST BREW

Honest Brew are just one of many 
selling craft beer into an already 
saturated market. The key to 
Honest Brew’s success? They took 
on the giant drinks companies. 
Honest Brew screamed with 
indignation when a brewer with 
huge production capabilities 
dared to call its produce ‘craft 
beer’. They mobilised the 
passionate beer lover and became 
the centre of a crusade!

Remember:

•  Your cause should relate to 
your customers’ unresolved 
problems as well as your point 
of difference.

•  Your cause needs to be 
something your customers 
genuinely want to engage with.

•  If you find the cause that they 
genuinely care about, then your 
customers will do a great job of 
communicating on your behalf 
by sharing and promoting you.
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5.  CHALLENGE

So, the article started by daring to 
challenge Michael Porter.  Now we 
dare to challenge you.

If we disenfranchise all those who 
have got this far, then it was nice 
knowing you.  This journey is not for 
the faint of heart.

If you sell via third party distribution 
you are doomed. You have reduced 
your ability to be different hugely. 
You are reliant on others to pass 
your message. You cannot possibly 
communicate well with your 
customers or even really know them.

If you think that this is all too difficult 
and your time is better spent chairing 
the next health and safety committee 
or reviewing the cleaning contract for 
your factory, then you are probably 
right.  If you think that no one In your 
industry could possibly create a point 
of difference, then you are wrong - 
but you are undoubtedly not the one 
who will find it.

If you paid for this article and you 
think it is useless then call us, explain 
why and we’ll give you your money 
back.  The successful companies of 
the future will not look like most of us 
do today.

Dare to be different and challenge 
yourself.

Remember:

•  Beware of the self-fulfilling 
prophecy of negative thought 
processes and convincing 
yourself that stagnation is the 
best option. If you convince 
yourself that you can’t change, 
then you never will.

•  If you are ready to challenge 
yourself and your business, and 
evaluate further opportunities 
for modern competitive 
advantage, then read on...

IF YOU THINK 
THAT NO ONE IN 
YOUR INDUSTRY 
COULD POSSIBLY 
CREATE A POINT OF 
DIFFERENCE, THEN 
YOU ARE WRONG
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You will recognise this as a classic 
marketing call to action anyway, so 
we thought we might just as well call 
it one!

The Nucroft Excellence Test is a 
comprehensive audit of your business 
against a whole series of parameters. 
We know that companies who are 
enjoying huge growth mirror all that 
is best in this programme.

Engage with the test.
Engage with the debate and 
provocation we’ll aim at you; the 
transformation will be industry 
changing. It will improve financial 
outcomes beyond the standard 
growth plan. It’s fun, it’s enlightening 
and it can also change lives.

If you don’t feel the need to engage 
with the teams at Nucroft, then at 
least sit back, think about this article 
and pull out a clean sheet of paper 
for your business.

Make time to think. Make time to 
change. Make time to grow.
Back to the start: Michael Porter 
was unique in his day. In his era, his 
cohort of publishing academics was 
very low in number. In comparison, 
today every Tom, Dick and Harry feels 
entitled to express their view and 
spread it widely. Due to this, research 
has suffered. An individual’s ability to 
separate the good content from the 
terrible has reduced, and busy people 
suffer the most. With you being busy 
manufacturers, we hope we’ve helped 
you to think about the important 
aspects of competitive advantage in 
the modern era and provided you 
with tools to succeed rather than 
burying you in pointless information.

Remember: The one constant - those 
who plan to succeed and understand 
why companies succeed or fail are 
those who are most likely to thrive.

Good luck!

SO NOW WHAT? 
THE CALL TO ACTION!



DAVID  
PANNELL
Marketing and branding 
expert. Nucroft Director. 
Manufacturing Ambassador 
for CIM Yorkshire. Specialist in 
the B2B manufacturing and 
industrial sectors.

MARK 
PRINCE
Business growth expert. 
Nucroft Director. Works with 
ambitious SMEs to develop 
and execute business 
strategies that make rapid 
and transformational business 
inventions to drive growth and 
profitability.

SEIZING YOUR COMPETITIVE 
ADVANTAGE OPPORTUNITY  
– HALF A DAY WITH OUR EXPERTS
Identify your specific opportunities 
to establish your competitive 
advantage and the route to finding 
them with the help of a half-day 
strategy session with our experts 
Dave Pannell and Mark Prince. 
They will gather with your decision-
makers to enable a strategic view 
of your competitive advantage 
opportunities alongside how it will 
promote business growth.

01484 977 300
hello@nucroft.com
www.nucroft.com


