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[CANDS]  COMPETITION & STRATEGY 
 

Introduction 

 

Competition & Strategy (CS) is an integrative course that traces its roots back to the earliest years of 
IESE Business School. It has long been recognized that there is something more to leadership than 
designing organizational mechanisms and managing specialized functions. Leaders are also 
generalists, and at the core of leadership is the setting of overall strategy for the enterprise.  CS brings 
a discipline, a set of concepts, and a point of view to this inherently complex and creative process.  

 
At the core of CS is a sophisticated understanding of competition and the competitive environment.  
While other courses appropriately focus on one or a few elements of the environment—e.g. customers 
and channels, supply chain, financial markets—CS takes a broad and integrated view of the external 
environment.  It defines rivalry broadly to include not only direct competitors but also substitute and 
complementary products, potential new entrants, and even suppliers and customers who try to drive 
down a firm’s profits.   It examines the influence of government policy, financial markets, and cultural 
and societal values on industry competition.  CS also explores the role of location in competition, and 
with it the complex set of institutions, networks, and relationships that comprise a place such as the City 
of London, Silicon Valley or Barcelona. 

 
CS furthermore takes an integrated view of the firm.  It emphasizes the relationships among the 
functional disciplines (i.e., operations, marketing, and finance) covered in other courses.  Coordination 
and consistency across the functions are hallmarks of effective strategy.  A successful firm is 
distinguished by the way it tailors its functional policies to each other and to its environment, not by a 
pursuit of “best practices” that are common to many competitors.  We will push you to understand how 
functional policies should be tailored and should relate to one another, and we will provide tools to help 
you do so.  The cross-functional nature of CS is stimulating but also poses a challenge.  We assume 
that you have mastered the concepts of the functional courses and rely heavily on your command of 
them. 

 
Finally, CS is distinguished by its long-term perspective.  We are concerned with superior long-run 
financial performance, not performance in any given quarter or year.  Our focus is thus on the dynamics 
of competition, which is never ending.  Strategy deals with industry changes that are often measured in 
decades and with firms’ long-term choices about direction; CS cases, therefore, span long periods of 
time and address a company’s history as well as its present.  The course places a major focus on the 
sustainability of competitive advantages and threats to sustainability that must be countered.  One of 
the challenges of the strategist is to reconcile the long-term character of competition with the immediate 
pressures of customers, employees, and the capital markets. 

 
Strategy formulation, then, is fundamentally a holistic task.  It is about crafting a whole, which is more 

than the simple sum of its parts.  Strategy formulation is also an inherently creative process.  The best 

strategies are those that make the firm unique and distinctive.  Mimicking the practices of others, even 
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the best companies, will not get you there. An orientation towards distinctive ways of competing, and 

the ability to combine a consistent strategy with continuous learning and improvement, are values and 

perspectives that CS seeks to instill and reinforce. 

 

Objectives 

 

Thinking strategically is a difficult skill to master. The objective of this course in Competitive Strategy is 
to push the participants to think strategically in different situations. The course will introduce the 
participants to a coherent framework of Value Creation and Value Capture and related concepts that 
are used to analyze the competitive environment of a firm and its internal strengths and weaknesses. 
We expect you to be able to deal with the basic strategy concepts introduced. Nevertheless, they remain 
tools, which should aid you in becoming better strategic thinkers. The ultimate objective is to formulate 
a strategy for a business that will shape the future environment of the firm and aid the firm with its 
strategic decision-making in this future. 

 

 

Competences 

 

General Competences 
 

 To explain and discuss business situations in a rigorous, effective way using both formal and informal 

procedures, and providing relevant information to support the observations and conclusions.  

 To identify the catalysts of personal and organizational change to foster the entrepreneurial and 

innovative behavior that makes it possible to adapt to changing business environments.  

 To prioritize objectives, schedule activities appropriately, and execute them within the proper 

timeframe. 

 To distinguish and categorize relevant information effectively for business decision making. 

 To formulate and evaluate business strategies in decision-making, anticipating the economic 

consequences of action plans. 

 
 
Specific Competences 
 

 To apply a structured, rigorous analysis process of business situations that encompasses all the 

dimensions of the business (personnel, strategy, finance, etc.) and concludes with the preparation of 

a reasonable, feasible action plan.   

 To analyze and understand the value chain of an industry or business to develop the corporate 

strategy. 

 To understand and evaluate cultures of innovation and entrepreneurship within one’s own business 

(intrapreneurship). 

 

 
Content  
 
The course is divided into three parts: 

 

1. Preparation weeks with online lecture:  

 Read carefully this detailed outline of the course. 

 Write a brief memo explaining what you think “Strategy” is. Identify and make explicit one 

strategic business challenge relevant for you and/or your firm. Include a description of the 
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challenge in the memo. Post the memo on the Virtual Campus (Assignments section). We will 

discuss this in our first online session.  

 Prepare the cases of Ducati, Tesla, Ryanair (A), and Spotify. 

 The course includes six articles. It is a good idea to read these articles before the on-campus 

weeks as you may not have enough time to read them during these weeks. 

 I assign a recommended book (Ghemawat, 2017). The book provides a great background to the 

concepts of the course. 

 

2. On-campus weeks: We will enjoy six sessions together during the on-campus weeks. The sessions 

begin with the basic building blocks of competitive strategy. These comprise an overall framework 

for competitive strategy formulation. The course concludes with an examination of strategy in 

emerging or radically changing industries. Developing strategy in such settings challenges you to 

apply all the earlier concepts and introduces you to some new ones along the way. 

 

3. Consolidation weeks with online lecture: This segment is designed to reinforce and practice the 

concepts and tools used in the residential sessions. The online lecture will conclude the course by 

bringing all the elements for thinking strategically together. Details will be discussed during our face-

to-face time in Barcelona. As the critical assignment for the course you will develop your Strategic 

Challenge. 

 

 

Evaluation 

 
Your course grade will be based on your contribution in class (30%), the memo on your strategic 
challenge (50%) and on your short feedback report on the strategic challenge of a colleague (20%). 
 

 
ADENDA COVID-19 

 
Ha sido necesario ajustar el calendario, para brindar la mejor experiencia de aprendizaje posible. Por 
esta razón, la clase presencial de esta asignatura ha sido pospuesta hasta septiembre 2020.  
 

 


