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BRAND NEW PERSPECTIVES

Rethink Your Competition

y dad has a strange way of expressing his affection. He’ll

often refer to me as “his favorite daughter who lives west

of the Mississippi”—faint praise, given that I only have one
other sister, and she lives in Cincinnati.

His remark may be a feeble attempt at some humor, but it reveals
an important truth about making comparisons: If you narrow the field
enough, you can make yourself look pretty good. When searching
online for a date, reviewing community theater, or, even as my dad
has found, praising your children, rfélrrowing comparisons down to
a select few within reach is probably a
good idea.

But too narrow of a frame of ref-
erence can be a dangerous perspective
for business leaders. It can lead you to
think you’re doing OK and make you
vulnerable to attacks from new or unexpected competitors.

History books are littered with examples of companies that were
toppled by competitive myopia. Back in the 90s, coffee brands like
Folgers and Maxwell House were so wrapped up in competing with
each other on product attributes like flavor crystals and on price pro-
motions that they were completely blindsided when Starbucks arrived
on the scene. While traditional coffee companies battled over grocery
shelf space and penny margins, Starbucks took the market by storm,
declaring it’s not about the coffee, it’s about the coffee experience—
a gathering place, new ways to enjoy coffee, a lifestyle.

More recently, video rental chain Blockbuster got its clock
cleaned by online player Netflix in part because it failed to put forth
an offering that could compete with Netflix’s innovative delivery
models. Blockbuster had once been the king of retail video—only a
short decade ago, it had put many local video stores out of business
with its superior selection and convenient locations. But against
disruptive innovation in the industry, its competitive advantage
vanished.

That’s why looking beyond your nearby competitors is impor-
tant for quick serves. Comparing yourself only to other similar quick
serves can lull you into a false sense of security. Your smoothies may
be the best tasting in town, but are they as convenient as the vend-
ing machines now found in health clubs? Your sandwich shop may
have been voted the neighborhood favorite, but how does it com-
pare to the gourmet grocery store that features an olive bar next to
its deli counter? Your tacos may be priced lower than others, but do
your customers really think they’re a better value than the new and
improved ones offered at convenience stores?

Today people have so many options for quick meals and snacks.
With the economy on the mend, new quick serves are opening at a
healthy clip. Between more locations of existing brands and new con-
cepts from veteran quick-serve companies looking to diversify, new

“Folgers and Maxwell House were
so wrapped up in competing with
each other that they were completely
blindsided by Starbucks.”

competition within the category is on the rise.

But there are drugstores and convenience stores making head-
lines, too, by adding fresh food offerings and more grab-and-go meal
options. They’re being praised for offering affordable healthy alter-
natives in “food deserts” where fast feeders have historically been
the only options.

And as grocery stores face increasing pressure from superstores
like Walmart and Target, they’re turning to foodservice as traffic
and profit generators. Whole Foods has been taking its popular ser-
vice counters to the next level by opening
Osteria fast-casual restaurants inside
select retail locations. Mainstream gro-
cers are following suit, expanding their
no-cook meal offerings.

All of these developments represent
potential competitive threats to quick serves and need to be taken
seriously. Competing with these options requires you to rethink every
aspect of your business.

Think about the dramatic displays and cooking demonstrations at
Whole Foods. How can you introduce an element of theater in your
restaurants? Think about the convenience offered by drugstores. How
can you bundle items (your freshly baked.goods and a name-brand
yogurt, for example) to one-up their convenience? Think about the
bulk offerings and food bar options at your local grocery store. How
can you make it easy to buy for one person and a whole family at the
same time? Think about the speed of a vending machine. How can
you use technology and self-serve options to make the experience at
your restaurant as simple and quick?

Above all else, think about what business you're really in. Busi-
ness guru Theodore Levitt once wrote a groundbreaking paper about
the decline of the railroad industry in the middle of last century. He
explained that the railroads failed to grow because of their narrow
view of the competition. They assumed they were in the railroad busi-
ness rather than the transportation business.

So as new modes of transportation like airlines and trucking were
developed, the railroad people tried to improve their railroads—build-
ing faster engines, more routes, and so on—but their business kept
declining to the point where they would have gone completely out of
business had the government not intervened.

Those in the railroad industry were product-oriented instead of
customer-oriented. They had banked on their ability to compete by
simply improving their existing products instead of understanding
their customers’ needs and desires and innovating new ways to meet
them.

Let’s not allow the same kind of shortsightedness blind us to the
emerging threats in our category. Let’s rethink our competition and

re

escape their fate. Q
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