
STEP 11

Chart Your Competitive Position
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IN THIS STEP, YOU WILL:

• Show how well your product meets the Persona’s top two priorities.

• Show how well the Persona’s priorities are met by existing products in comparison to your
product.

• Analyze whether the market opportunity you have chosen fits well with both your Core and
your Persona’s priorities.

The Competitive Position is where you take your Core and translate it into something that produces
real value for the customer, something that they will care deeply about.
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When you are looking to create a new market, you build from the customer back with a clean
slate, rather than picking an existing product and making a better version of it. In their book,

Blue Ocean Strategy, W. Chan Kim and Renée Mauborgne argue that if you focus on an underserved
customer and make a product for that customer that truly meets the customer’s need, there is no need
to focus on the competition because your unwavering focus makes the competition irrelevant.

While the point is a valuable one and is true to some extent, the reality is that customers usually
make purchasing decisions on a comparative basis, considering all options and determining which
solution best fits their priorities. The Competitive Positioning Chart helps you analyze how much
better you are vis-à-vis your competition; it can also highlight areas of weakness. Taken together with
the Quantified Value Proposition, it shows that your product is needed and you are the right orga-
nization to provide it.

In the Competitive Positioning Chart, you show visually how well you fulfill your Persona’s top
two priorities versus how well your competition does so. The goal is to show that your Competitive
Position both leverages your Core and that your product satisfies your Persona’s priorities far better
than existing or logical future products. If both of these are not true, you may need to revisit your
market selection or your Core. While there is some flexibility with your Core, it is usually limited.
Inability to translate your Core into benefits for your customer does not necessarily mean your Core is
wrong, because the Core is a reflection of your team’s assets and capabilities; instead, there may be a
better market opportunity where your Core is more suited. The Competitive Position is the link
between your Core and your Persona’s priorities, and shows that they logically make sense for the
target market you have chosen.

THE TOUGHEST COMPETITOR OF ALL: THE CUSTOMER’S STATUS QUO

Often, your largest obstacle will be convincing customers to make a change from their status quo.
When the Sony Walkman was first created, there were few comparable devices, but the biggest
competition for Sony was selling to consumers who did not listen to music on the go. The status quo
for these customers would have included listening to music at home or going to concerts.

Your Quantified Value Proposition should have picked up any problems with your product versus
your Persona’s top priority; but, comparing your product to the status quo here ensures that you have
a valid real market and not a conceptual, fictitious one.

Often when my students come up with an idea, only to find another company doing something
similar, they first fear they are too late. Then their competitive mindset kicks in and they believe they
can and must crush the other small startup company. They invest a lot of energy in beating what they
believe to be their direct competitor, rather than delivering a product that meets the customer’s
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needs. Yet they and the perceived competition combined probably have an infinitesimally small
market share. The much bigger share of the TAM comes from getting people to change what they are
doing today, overcoming natural human and organizational inertia. It is far better to address the
untapped market of “customer doing nothing” than focusing on some other brand-new startup.

In the end, if you have a good Core and people convert from the status quo to a new solution, the
market will take off and both you and the other small competitor will win big. In such an outcome, it is
likely that the two of you will merge, both get bought by bigger firms, or both go public. Once you
have your Core and Competitive Position, don’t focus too much precious time on competitors; rather,
spend most of it working with customers, developing your Core, and getting products out the door.

HOW TO CHART YOUR COMPETITIVE POSITION

As with the other steps, this is a pretty simple logical step—the key is getting the right information
from your primary customer research. This process will allow you to return to the customer and
validate your position as well.

Charting your Competitive Position starts by identifying the top two priorities of your Persona and
then assuming that these two priorities are all that matter. Your Core is probably inspirational
and thoughtful, and your product’s features are great, but they do not dictate the customer’s priorities.

Next, create a simple matrix/graph as follows:

1. Divide both the x-axis and y-axis into two halves.

2. On the x-axis, write the number-one priority of your Persona.

3. On the half of the x-axis closer to the origin, write the “bad state” of this priority (e.g., if the
priority is “reliability” then write “low” here).

4. On the other half of the x-axis, write the “good” state of this priority (e.g., “high” for
“reliability”).

5. On the y-axis, place the number-two priority of your Persona. Write the “bad state” on the
half of the y-axis closer to the origin, and the “good state” on the other half of the y-axis.

6. Plot your business on the graph, along with those of your competitors (current and future).
Also include the customer’s “do nothing” or “status quo” option.

The chart in Figure 11.1 lists the Persona’s status quo, as well as other companies whose products
potentially address one or both of the Persona’s top two priorities.
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If you have done good primary market research, your business should be positioned in the top-
right quadrant of this graph, at the high end of the “good” states of each priority. The bottom-left
quadrant is where you absolutely do not want to be. Other locations on the chart are not necessarily
bad. But if you find yourself somewhere other than the top-right of the chart, you should reevaluate
your product compared to your competition.

Then, review this chart with your target customers for feedback; refine it as needed until the chart
accurately describes your product and the competition relative to the Persona’s top two priorities.

EXAMPLES

SensAble Technologies

For SensAble, there were some who believed our Competitive Position was based on the PHANToM
device or the ability to feel things in the computer. These, however, were the features of the product
that technical people were interested in; it was not the reason our target customer would buy our
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Figure 11.1 Competitive Positioning chart.
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product, FreeForm. Our Persona work indicated that their first priority was speed to market; second
was ability to convey design intent.

Essentially, the design team managers wanted a solution that had the ease of use and ability to
convey design intent like clay, but had the benefits of flexibility and communications of a digital asset
like the CAD/CAM (Computer Aided Design/Computer Aided Manufacturing) software tools. The
CAD/CAM tools that management was pushing were not being successfully adopted by the designers
we were targeting because those tools were not built with the priorities of the designers in mind. The
CAD/CAM and Alias/Wavefront CAID (Computer Aided Industrial Design software) tools had
impressive underlying mathematical representations of the shapes that were created, which gave the
final model great precision, but they limited what could be done and were very nonintuitive for the
designer. It was like squeezing an inflated balloon—when you made changes in one part of the design,
it could very well automatically make changes in other parts of the model, whether or not the user
intended to.

The chart in Figure 11.2 quickly and succinctly captured the difference between the status quo of
clay as well as the competitive offerings from CAD/CAM and CAID companies. It also leveraged the
Core of SensAble with its 3D software engine as well as the unique PHANToM hardware. Because of
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Figure 11.2 SensAble’s Competitive Position.
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this, no one else could legitimately make the claim that they could address the customer’s priorities as
well as SensAble’s FreeForm product.

SunSpring

This team of MIT and Harvard students from my Energy Ventures course had access to a unique
technology that used solar energy to filter water. They had identified a beachhead market of filtering
drinking water for military teams stationed in places that were off the grid or lacked access to reliable
electricity.

In this case, cost was not a top priority for the military. Rather, the key elements were reli-
ability and efficiency, since teams needed to carry the product on remote missions where there
were no opportunities for repair or for procuring additional sources of water. Any product fulfilling
the military’s priorities had to work all the time, and had to deliver as much filtered water as
possible. These priorities fit well with the team’s Core, which was its technological capability, but
their Competitive Position is expressed by how the product met the customer’s needs, as seen in
Figure 11.3.

Figure 11.3 SunSpring’s Competitive Position.
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SUMMARY

Defining your Competitive Position is a quick way to validate your product against your competition,
including the customer’s status quo, based on the top two priorities of the Persona. If you are not in
the top right of the resulting chart, you should reevaluate your product, or at least the way you are
presenting it. This will also be a very effective vehicle to communicate your qualitative (not quan-
titative) value proposition to the target customer audience in a way that should resonate with them.
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