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Competitive intelligence (CI) is a relatively new 
concept.  Harvard Business School professor 
Michael Porter first coined the term competitor 
intelligence in his 1980 book Competitive Strategy.  
Since then, companies of all sizes have organized CI 
activities in an attempt to improve planning and 
decision-making.  Like any process, the CI process 
needs to be reexamined on an ongoing basis.  Over 
the past 40 years, I have helped hundreds of 
companies to reengineer their approaches to 
planning and intelligence.  Considering those 
experiences, I present some overall guidelines to 
consider when rethinking CI.   
 
Start with a Blank Piece of Paper  
 
When rethinking CI, it is often best to start with a 
blank sheet of paper. Start with the mission and 
objectives of CI. What does CI mean to our company?  
Why do we want to do this?  What is our CI mission?  
What are our objectives?  What are we trying to 
accomplish?  The CI mission should be quite simple: 
To make the company even more successful than it is 
today. The overall objective of CI is facilitating change 
in the strategic direction of the company to support 
that success.  
 
If there is a pitfall, it lies in the natural tendency to 
become involved in a project and the minutia of the 
moment while losing sight of the big picture. 
Subsidiary to facilitating change are the objectives of 
avoiding surprises in the marketplace, capitalizing on 
opportunities, and, importantly, communicating 
intelligence in a timely fashion. This allows 
management the necessary lead time to react to the 
information and make the right decision.  One way to 
address this is the technique of using key success 
factors to drive the CI process, focusing the CI activity 
on topics that are most important to management – 
the 20 percent of information and analysis that will 
yield 80 percent of the value you need for planning 
and decision-making purposes. 
 
Focus on Perspective, Not Precision 
 
When rethinking the CI process, remember that CI is 
a game of perspective, not precision.  

One of the problems traditionally plaguing companies 
is the tendency to be very numbers-oriented. The 
lure to find more detailed, more refined, and more 
pure numbers becomes all-consuming; the hunt 
spreads throughout the company as managers 
become embroiled in a search for the perfect 
numbers. The sad irony is that perspective will lead 
much more quickly to the right answer for planning 
and decision-making purposes. 

Let’s take a look at market share, for example.  We 
met a chief marketing officer who told us how he and 
his colleagues completed a two-year study on a single 
competitor, with the sole objective being the 
definitive answer to the competitor’s market share. 
At the outset of the project, management decided 
that the study would be so precise it would reveal the 
competitor’s market share down to the third decimal 
point. This was quite an undertaking, considering the 
competitor operated in more than 100 countries. 
However, they did arrive at the competitor’s market 
share, 33.245%. Essentially, the number raised 
eyebrows.  The gentleman admitted, “We made lots 
of estimates and assumptions.” He should have said, 
“We made it up.” Besides, who cares whether it is 
33.245% or 32.946% or 34.125%? What is important 
is that competitor had about one third of the 
marketplace. This answer should have been 
uncovered in a few weeks or months rather than in a 
two- year study. A decision based on information 
culled from an exhaustive two-year study means a 
decision, when finally reached, is perfect ... for last 
year’s conditions.  
 
Put More Emphasis on Primary Information  
 
One area where getting as close to the perfect source 
as possible is imperative is in the information 
gathering. Too often neglected in the gathering 
process are the primary sources of information 
(human sources). Primary information comes from 
interviewing competitors, industry sources, and the 
employees within your company. Unfortunately, 
many companies still develop their strategic plans for 
the future based just on secondary (published) 
information, assumptions, and guesstimates. And 
even companies that do consider themselves truly CI-
sophisticated often only reach as far as public 
databases will take them.  



  
 

It is imperative to verify and update those database 
inquiries with primary research. The CI professional 
must talk to people in the industry, to competitors, to 
those within their internal networks, to suppliers, and 
to industry analysts. Although some see primary 
research as soft information, that is OK. Remember, 
you are looking for perspective, not precision. Soft 
information is often the predecessor of cold, hard 
fact. As such, do not ignore it. Ninety percent of the 
intelligence value usually comes from primary 
information. Take this into account as you rethink the 
CI process.  
 
Deliver Results Based on Internal Customer 
Needs  
 
CI results can be classified in three broad categories: 
 
1. Special intelligence briefings for senior managers, 

designed to facilitate planning and decision 
making. 

2. Special assessments of markets competitors, 
customers, partners, suppliers, situations, etc. 
delivered to mid-level company directors and 
managers. 

3. Detailed data and information routinely gathered 
as part of the CI process, together with ongoing 
production of market/company profiles, news 
bulletins, etc.   

 
A lot of company employees have tended to think the 
end result of the intelligence process is the monthly 
news bulletin or the competitor profile. Let me 
suggest that the elements below the competitor 
profile represent summaries of good information, but 
they have very little intelligence value. Do not get me 
wrong. They are good working documents, but there 
is little intelligence there. Intelligence does not exist 
until the CI professional takes that information, 
determines the potential strategic impact on the 
company, and then develops an appropriate strategic 
or tactical response. At that point, the intelligence 
value is high. 
 
So, the idea within the hierarchical approach is to 
recognize that the bottom elements comprising the 
hierarchy are building blocks.  
 

Of course, they should receive wide dissemination 
amongst the CI network, and the CI professional 
should use them to determine the competitive issues 
that might strategically impact their organization. 
However, it is not until you prepare an impact 
worksheet or a more in-depth situation analysis that 
the information truly enters the realm of intelligence. 
Once this takes place, it must be swiftly followed with 
a brief decision-making document presented to 
management.  
 
Organize the CI Process 
 
Over the last 10 to 20 years of dismantling centralized 
strategic planning and strategic management groups, 
companies have pushed those planning activities out 
into the individual business units, or even individual 
product lines, so that the planning and the 
implementation are in the same place. This 
configuration allows greater sensitivity to the market 
situation and quicker response to opportunities and 
threats. It also facilitates buy-in to the strategic plan 
where it has to actually be implemented. Another 
advantage of situating the CI process at the business 
unit level is the ability to involve more people in the 
CI activity. The benefits that accrue include:  

• Faster building and expansion of the internal CI 
network.  

• Allowing access to more and better information 
through additional contact points.  

• Providing information that is processed and 
disseminated more quickly.  

• Developing a closer relationship with decision 
makers by sheer proximity.  

• Providing the ability to perceive actionable 
opportunities and threats sooner, which allows 
more lead time in responding and the chance to 
formulate more and better options.  

• Visibility, which leads to an understanding of the 
necessity and validity of the CI process.  

 
  



  
 

Develop a CI Process (and a Perpetual 
Strategist℠ Mindset) 
 
CI should tie directly to decision-making. This is why I 
have continued to suggest over the last 40 years that 
it is helpful to think of this activity as a Perpetual 
Strategy℠ process.  You will recognize many elements 
of this perpetual strategy process. They are not 
particularly new or revolutionary. What is different is 
the way they fit together.  

• Continually Monitor the External Environment  
This is traditional strategic planning. 
Competitors, customers, suppliers, other 
market forces, potential new competitors, new 
products, etc., must be monitored at least on 
an annual basis.  CI says they should be actively 
monitored on an ongoing basis rather than 
once a year. 

 
• Continually Monitor Company Plans and the 

Planning Process  
This is traditional strategic planning. Most 
involved with their company’s strategic 
planning effort already do this.  

• Continually Monitor Stakeholder Actions and 
Options  
This is where tradition ends. The CI professional 
continuously monitors the management people 
within his or her organization. The CI professional 
must also monitor external stakeholders that 
exist, whether they are investors, partners, 
customers, suppliers, regulatory bodies, or 
thought leaders in the marketplace. The CI 
professional as a perpetual strategist has to 
understand management’s thinking approaches. 
How do they come to decisions? Keep an eye on 
both their current and their past decision-making 
processes. This becomes very important on the 
back end of the intelligence process. The 
perpetual strategist will be preparing not just one 
report, but several versions.  Each version is 
tailored to these individuals in an effort to 
facilitate their individual decision-making 
processes.  

 
 

• Frequently Recommend Changes in Strategies 
and Tactics  
The CI professional as a perpetual strategist 
should be working in partnership with 
management. The perpetual strategist must get 
management to work as a team and needs more 
than the perfunctory top management support 
and involvement. To accomplish this, the CI 
professional must learn to think more like a 
senior manager. Likewise, the senior manager 
must be trained to appreciate the role and value 
of the CI professional. Over time, the 
relationship can be built, one decision at a time. 

  
Use People to Make the CI Process Work  
 
Too often, CI professionals become enthralled 
with the IT side of the CI process. Ultimately, 
however, it is the dynamics of people, not 
systems, that tend to have the greatest impact on 
plans and decisions.  
 
In implementing changes to the CI process, it is 
almost assured that the CI professional should find 
the CI process elements of gathering, synthesizing, 
analyzing information, and reporting the results to be 
comparatively easy. The more difficult part is the 
people side, the network side. Great care and 
attention must be given here, because this is where 
the end-product (the decision) is truly formed and 
shaped.  
 
To paraphrase an old joke: All the systems in the 
world laid end to end will not reach a conclusion, 
much less a decision. Decisions require a network of 
people. The more difficult-to-achieve elements of the 
network include identifying the primary providers 
and users of information, selling the CI concept to 
management and colleagues, and soliciting ongoing 
feedback from providers and users of information. 
Eighty percent or more of the CI professional’s time 
should be spent on the people side rather than on 
the systems side. Those companies that have put the 
emphasis here tend to be most successful. Those who 
put more emphasis on building the system, the IT 
platform, or fine-tuning a particular analytical 
technique, tend to be less successful.  
 
 



  
 

To maximize the success within the overall process, 
remember to continually share information, share 
ideas, communicate, and build close relationships 
with your network participants. Build a network and 
CI base that will survive the next company 
reorganization.  
 
Define the Roles of the CI Professional  
 
Under this scenario discussed above, the roles of the 
CI professional become:  

• Trainer/facilitator of the intelligence gathering 
and analysis process 

• Perpetual strategist and facilitator of the strategy 
process 

• Network coordinator, coordinating information 
coming and going amongst the internal and 
external networks 

• Process engineer 
 
Some of these roles have traditionally been held by CI 
professionals, some have been held by planning 
people, and some held by the decision maker.  
 

 
The CI professional should actually try on all of these 
hats simultaneously, becoming a true partner with 
the decision maker.  
 
Summary  
 
In this white paper, I have discussed the need for 
more of a partnership between CI professionals 
and decision makers. In addition, there is a need to 
get much larger numbers of people involved with 
CI within their company. This means the CI process 
must once again be reengineered and 
reengineering must become a continuous process.  
 
Executives need more value-added input for decision 
making. CI professionals can provide that input if they 
work as perpetual strategists, shoulder-to-shoulder 
and interactively with management. Management 
needs to be challenged on the front end of the 
process to better define how the intelligence will be 
used. CI professionals need to do a better job on the 
back end of the process in relating the analysis to the 
decision to be made. Quick fixes along the way are 
fine for the natural evolution of the perpetual 
strategy process because the process must be 
continuously reengineered:  

• Continuously fine-tune the objective and mission 
for CI.  

• Stay focused.  

• Emphasize throughput.  

• Remember that people and networks make the CI 
process work.  

• Use the perpetual strategy concept to establish 
linkage between CI and decision making.  

We have come a long way with competitive 
intelligence over the last 40 years, but we still have 
a long way to go. I am confident that you will 
achieve success by rethinking your CI process on a 
continuous basis.  Pull out that blank piece of 
paper at least twice a year. You have much to 
contribute to the art and science of competitive 
intelligence, and your company has only begun to 
see the huge benefits that will accrue over time.  
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Tyson Heinz was first envisioned in 1978 
as the firm that would help ensure the 
success of its clients, both as individuals 
and companies.  Our clients say that vision 
has been realized as we provide them 
with the highest quality intelligence to 
support the best possible business 
decisions.   

Thanks to hundreds of satisfied clients, we 
are recognized as the world's premier 
provider of time based strategic and 
tactical research. We specialize in 
gathering difficult-to-find information and 
delivering it quickly.  With an extensive 
network of employees, member firms and 
affiliates, we serve companies throughout 
the world, including most of the  
Fortune 100.   
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