






quality regardless of lighting conditions. With 

its superior organization, VRX can, for example, 

move fast to reshoot Images that need updating 

because facilities have been renovated. 

Yet Maclaren was loath to capitalize on his true 

advantage, because margins for photography were 

30%, versus 80% for virtual tours. '" thought, 

'Nah, I don't really want to do it,n he recalls. But 

with his firm running out of cash and his sector 

in recession, he had little choice but to give the 

new market a try. That move yielded this second 

insight: his highly scalable production process al-

lowed him to generate 10 times as much revenue 

as he could in his original niche. That's partly be-

cause hotels renovate frequently and hate having 

stale visuals on their websites, requiring 20% of 

images to be replaced annually. 

Since identifying its true advantage, VRX has 

built its business around enha nCing it. In 2006, 

it launched a guarantee that no rival has the 

production process to match: to reshoot within 

30 days any images needing an update. It be-

gan date-stamping its images as part of its "Al-

ways Fresh" brand positioning. says 

this was a key to landing big accounts such as 

Best \Vestern International and Fairmont Hotels 

and Resorts. Reinventing the business also saved 

it. While demand has exploded for hotel im-

ages, it has stagnated for virtual tours. "If I had 

stuck with just that, we wouldn't be alive,'" says 

Maclaren. "In hindsight , expanding into hotel 

work was the best decision, but at the time it was 

a reluctant decision." 

If you're not as lucky as VRX, you'll need a S}'S-

tem for pinpointing your true advantage. For a 

few tens of thousands of dollars, you ca n bring in 

a competitive-advantage specialist to lead brain-

storming sessions, resolve conflicts and keep 

pressing until you reach your aha! moment. But 

first you' ll need to ask three questions about the 

approach }'ou wish to take. The first is about the 

number and scope of the competitive-advantage 

statements you'll make. Would you rather pres-

ent several tactical benefit statements, replacing 

them as necessar}' as your customers' preferences 

and rivals' offerings shift? Or would you pTefer 

to sum up your overall promise to customers in a 

single statement designed for indefinite use? 

A PROMISE YOU CAN KEEP 
How one company wows customers by 
delivering on a simple pledge 

Beitville International (BRI) demonstrates how to avoid two 

common blunders in defining your company's competitive advantage: 

promising something you can't always deliver, or promising so many 

benefits you lose credibility. 

The Mississauga, Ont.-based freight forwarding and logistics firm worked 

with competitive-advantage consultant Harish Chauhan to sum up in just 

a few words where BRI excels over the competition: "Building Reliabili-

ty." This Unifying Philosophy (UPh) was far more focused and substantive 

than BRI's previous tag line of "Bold. Reliable. Innovative." Chauhan, CEO 

of Toronto-based Business by PhHosophy, says "they chose 'reliability' 

because it was the biggest thing they were best at, passionate about and 

could consistently execute on." However, they considered but rejected a 

bolder promise, "Breakthrough Reliability," because it might have created 

the unrealistic expectation of groundbreaking service every time. 

Narrowing BRI's value proposition to a single benefit helped the firm's 300 

staff in 12 countries put meat on the bones of its promise. Jeff Cutten, 

CEO of SRI's North American division, says the word "Building" sets a goat 

his team must never stop pursuing. "Reliability is like happiness," he says. 

"It's never completely attainable, so you're always striving to get there." 

BRI also worked with Chauhan to develop five "bridges" to its UPh-com-

munication, accuracy, awareness, imagination and enjoyment-and has 

employees work for two months at a time on how to execute each. In 

the awareness bridge, for instance. staff in each of BRI's 23 offices did 

in-depth research on that office's top five clients-including touring cus-

tomers' production plants-"to understand how we fit into their world 

and why we're important to them,'" says CuHen. Wowed clients said none 

of BRI's rivals had ever shown such interest in their business. 

Cutlen says the awareness bridge also made SRI see that it wasn't prop-

erly marketing its edge in the key niches of high-end autos and fashion. 

Reliability is an appealing promise for a firm shipping pricey suits that 

require the sort of exceptional care general shippers such as FedEx aren't 

set up to deliver. BRI therefore set up branded product groups for each 

niche. That helped it land new business, including from luxury automak-

ers reassured to learn that Aston Martin entrusted BRI to ship a £1.4-mH-

lion model for the James Bond film Casino Roya{e. -JM 

Smart Advantage takes the first tack. Its clients typically 

take to market three to five statements highlighting particu-

lar attributes of their competitive advantage. Most havc num-

bers attached, such as "Our engineers have a minimum of 

15 years of experience, twice that of our nearest competitor." 

Statements like this stand out in a sea of "blah blah blah" by 

stating or strongly implying reasons to buy from you. Still, 

thcy have a finite lifespan. Smith says you need to keep iden-

tifying new advantages as rivals copy your existing ones. She 

advises SMEs to devote one day per quarter discussing the. 

state of their advantages and spend 58,000 to 510,000 per 

year on market research that tests which statements currently 

resonate with customers and prospects. 

Some consultants take the second approach, working to-

ward a snappy positioning statement with no expiry date. 

Chauhan says his unifying phiJosophies-which are tighll)' 

written to allow customers and staff to grasp your firm's. mis-

Sion easily- crystallize your compa ny's DNA. B;\-fW has built 

billions in equity by maintaining its positioning as "The 

Ultimate Driving Experience" for more than 30 yea rs while 

continuously evolving how it executes on that. "What was ul-

timate 10 years ago Is not what will be ultimate 20 rears from 

now," says Chauhan. "But the statement stays the same." 

The second question you must ask is who determines where 

your true advantage lies. Can your customers tell you, or do 

only you know? 

It appears to be a point of contention among competitive-
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WHICH COMPANY WOULD BUY FROM? 

"WE'RE RESPONSIVE" 

OR 

"WE GUARANTEE TO SHIP YOUR 

ORDER WITHIN AN HOUR" 

advantage specialists. "Your customers' perspective is the 

only one that matters," says Smith Datly. Her process starts 

internally, with clients brainstorming 50 to 100 potential at-

tributes of competitive advantage. Nex t, they cull this long 

list to 20. Then a market-research firm ca lls a mix of custom-

ers and prospects to ask them to score each attribute on how 

much it matters in their purchasing decision. Companies take 

to market the attributes scoring in the top three to five. 

Smith says no client of hers has ever guessed right on the 

top three. That happened agai n this June, when Smart Ad-

va ntage worked with Calgary-based Telcan Well Services Ltd., 

which helps oil and gas producers ext ract more from thei r 

weUs. Dale Dusterhoft, Trican's vice-president of technical ser-

vices, says that although the company knew that its stock of 

equipment-the largest in the industry- allows i't to respond 

faster to clients, it was surprised when customers ranked this 

benefit No. I. Next Glme a high le\'el of expertise of technical 

sta rr, which Trican expected. But it d idn't expect a high safety 

rating to crack the top thrC<'_ "Customers don't assume, as 

we thought they did, that every company has a good level of 

safety," says Dusterhoft. Trican is now roiling out a marketing 

campaign highlighting these t.hree attributes. 

Ot her consultants reject asking your customers to revea l 

what they ca re about most. Chamandy says although what 

matters is what customers are bU}'ing, not what you're selling, 

only )'ou ca n figure out what will inspire them to buy from 

)'ou. He asserts that you can't usc market research as a predic-

th'e tOOl, because "people don't rea lly know what the)' want. 

Most of the things that have come along that they have really 

glommed onto ha"e not been thin gs that the)"ve requested. 

Before computers existed, nobody said. '1 need a computer.'" 

The third question you' ll need to ask is the nature of the 

statement you wish to make. Do you want to make specific 

cla ims related to several customer priorities, or stake out a 

broader benefit vital to them, such as " Building Reliability"? 

Showroom Traffic Manager. which makes software that 

helps auto dealers boost dose rates on showroom Hoors, opt-

ed for the former. Its COO, judy Adler, admits that even after 

more than 20 )'ears in bUSiness, the Toronto-based firm had 

no Idea what its edge was in its market: "We had sales reps 

who went from dealership to dealership with a book full of 

the reports our software produces, and they tried to sell it thai 

way. We'd say, 'Hey. look at all our great reports!'" 

Showroom worked wilh Michel Neray, president of The Es-

sential Message, a Toronto-based competitive-advantage con-

sultancy, to Identify an edge Showroom could promote for 

a planned entry into the U.S. NeTay's sessions revealed that 

Showroom knew its software was raising its clients' close rates 

but hadn't documented it. Showroom gathered aggregated 

sa les data from its Clients, then persisted until it turned up 

comparable industry-wide fi gures. The paroff came wit h this 

punchy Essential Message: "Ach ieve close rates 1.5 to 2 times 

the national average. Or more." It's too soon to measure re-

sults, says Ad ler, "but this message has made a world of dif-

ference" in the reception 10 the U.S. sales push Showroom 

launched in july: " Even in the current economy, people want 

to talk to us and are seeking us out." 

Strictly speaking, even Showroom isn't stat ing a competi-

tive advantage .. "'fter all, il isn't making an explicit compari-

son with anyone else. Still, you can get a lot of mileage from 

implicit benefit statements. If you can't show where )'ou beat 

)'our rivals head to head, advises Smith, speak of things you 

delh'er that your rivals might also offer but haven't bothered 

to market. !f you state that you gCl95% of your business from 

repeat clients and your rivals say nothing about this, the mes-

sage is that you offer superior customer satisfaction. When 

BRI adopted "Building Reliability," it knew no one else had 

occupied that space. And Chauhan says his client has done so 

much to drive this UPh throughout its day. to-day operations 

that a rival couldn't credibly make a similar claim. 

A solid if low-key benefit such as reliabili ty was the right 

answer fo r SR I. But your firm might be able to make a more 

dramatic promise, even if you're in a sector short on drama. 

That was true for Vaughan, Ont.-based Interiors inc., a Blue-

print client in the scintillating business of installing shelving 

for big retailers_ With a lot of probi ng, Chamand)' was able to 

tease out the fact that Interiors owned processes al lowi ng it to 

install shelving significantly faster than its rivals could. 

That gave Interiors president john Panigas an idea: why not 

change the "Opening Soon" signs on its jobsites to "Opening 

Sooner"? That became the firm's Inspiring Proposition-()ne 

wit h a hard cash value to retailers. When a Home Depot cli-

ent asked Panigas what the IP meant, Panigas explained and 

promised that if Home Depot would let him rewrite the specs 

(or a store-remodelling project, interiors could fully apply its 

superior processes to complete the job far sooner than the re-

tailer expected. That led to S2 million in new business, a 40% 

jump in annual re\'enue. 

Ironically, "Opening Sooner" opened so many doors for in-

teriors that its growth rate outst ripped its ability to finance it. 

After scaling up to handle the new volume of business, says 

Panigas, it ran into a cash-How crunch during one of the dry 

patches common in a sector in which "you can work hell-bent 

for leather for a customer for six months, then have nothing 

for the other six months." In july, his fi rm was fo rced 10 close 

Its own doors. Still, its experience powerfully illustrates the 

difference a smart answer to the question "Why should we 

buy from you?" can make. I]J 
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