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KNOW YOUR 
COMPETITORS. 
One of the strangest statements that I hear 

all the time: 

 “I really don’t have any competition…” 
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5 THINGS YOU 
SHOULD KNOW 
ABOUT YOUR 
COMPETITORS. 
1.		What	Kind	of	Compe7tor	Are	They?	
The first thing you should now about your competitors is the kinds of competitor they 
are. Your competitors include any business that might deter a potential customer from 
choosing you, but this can take different forms.

Direct	Compe7tors	

Direct competitors are businesses that have the same product or service offerings. For 
example, if you’re a landscaping company, your direct competitors are other 
landscapers. Information on your direct competitors will facilitate your ability to stand 
out above them.

Indirect	Compe7tors	

Indirect	compe7tors	are	those	who	don’t	offer	the	same	service,	but	meet	the	same	
need	in	an	alterna7ve	way.	In	the	landscaping	example,	your	indirect	compe7tors	
would	be	businesses	that	facilitate	do-it-yourself	lawn	care,	like	local	nurseries,	home	
improvement	centers,	and	hardware	stores.	Informa7on	about	your	indirect	
compe7tors	will	help	you	to	find	effec7ve	ways	of	geJng	in	front	of	your	target	
audience.	

Knowing	what	kinds	of	compe7tors	you	have,	and	why	they	are	compe7tors	can	help	
you	to	iden7fy	which	marke7ng	ac7vi7es	and	messaging	are	the	most	effec7ve	for	
your	business.	
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2.		How	Do	Your	Compe7tors	Posi7on	
Themselves?	
The same product or service can be offered in a number of different ways, through 
various combinations of circumstances. People vary in what combinations of 
circumstances are most important to them, which is why several businesses with 
similar products and services can exist. The combination of circumstances under 
which a business presents its offering is its positioning—which is another thing you 
should know about your competitors.

The more you know about your competitor’s positioning, the more you can 
differentiate yours from it and make your business unique. This also makes it easier 
for customers to quickly compare businesses and understand how those differences 
apply to them. If you have similar positioning to your competitors, this is okay too. 
Knowing how your competitors are operating within this context can help you to learn 
what’s effective and what’s not.
So how do your competitors position themselves? Do they appeal to a particular age 
group, gender, or niche market? Are they a luxury service or geared for the cost-
conscious? Do they use environmentally friendly practices or products? The more you 
know about your competitors’ positioning, the stronger you can make yours.

3.		Understand	Your	Compe7tors	Pricing	

You	should	know	about	your	compe7tors’	pricing	for	many	reasons.	The	first	is	so	
that	you	can	keep	your	pricing	in	line	with	what	people	in	your	target	market	are	
willing	to	pay.	In	addi7on,	you	might	learn	about	new	pricing	models	that	are	more	
appealing	to	customers.	

Knowing	your	compe7tors’	pricing	isn’t	always	so	that	your	pricing	can	match	or	beat	
theirs.	The	point	is	to	understand	where	your	pricing	falls	in	rela7on	to	your	
compe7tors	in	the	greater	market.	If	your	pricing	is	lower	than	theirs,	this	is	an	
advantage.	However,	you	will	need	to	convince	prospec7ve	buyers	that	the	value	of	
your	product	or	service	is	as	good	as	those	with	higher	prices.	

On	the	other	hand,	if	your	pricing	is	higher	than	that	of	your	compe7tors,	you	will	
need	to	be	able	to	convey	the	added	value	that	comes	at	this	price.	Even	loyal	
customers	may	turn	to	a	compe7tor	if	the	price	is	low	enough,	so	you	need	to	give	
people	a	reason	to	pay	more.	
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Knowing	about	your	compe7tors	pricing	will	help	you	determine	the	pricing	that	is	
right	for	your	business,	and	also	to	obtain	and	retain	customers	with	those	prices.	

4.		What	Are	Your	Compe7tors	Strengths?	
Yes, you want to beat your competition, but ultimately you want to best serve your 
customers. Therefore you should know what your competitor’s strengths are. What do 
their customers like about them? For some things that customers really like, you may 
want to offer those too, or something similar or better. You have your own offerings, 
but the addition of something else that customers really like may be enough to win 
them over.

However, there may be some things that your competitors offer that you won’t be able 
to match or exceed. In this case, it won’t be worth your time or effort to try and win 
customers over in this area. Your business can’t meet every need, and that’s perfectly 
okay. Now you know where your time and energy will be best spent.

5.		What	Are	Your	Compe7tors’	Weaknesses?	
In	addi7on	to	knowing	where	your	own	business	can	improve,	you	should	also	know	
the	weaknesses	of	your	compe7tors.	First,	because	many	of	your	own	strengths	
come	naturally	to	you,	so	you	don’t	always	realize	you	have	them.	Knowing	your	
compe7tors’	weaknesses	may	help	you	iden7fy	your	strengths.	

At	other	7mes,	your	compe7tors	will	have	weaknesses	that	are	strengths	you	know	
you	have.	Knowing	the	weaknesses	that	s7ck	out	to	people	can	help	you	determine	
which	strengths	to	highlight	in	your	marke7ng	and	messaging.	

Some7mes,	your	compe7tors’	weaknesses	will	reveal	an	area	of	importance	that	you	
hadn’t	thought	of,	which	you	can	incorporate	as	a	new	strength	into	your	business.	
Knowing	the	gaps	in	your	industry	created	by	your	compe7tors	provides	
opportuni7es	for	you	to	fill	them.	

Yet	in	other	cases,	your	compe7tors	will	have	a	weakness	because	of	a	significant	or	
common	problem	in	your	industry,	community,	or	target	market.	In	this	case,	seeing	
how	your	compe7tors	face	those	challenges	can	help	you	learn	how	to	handle	them	
beXer	or	know	what	to	avoid.		With	the	power	of	online	customer	reviews,	today,	
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you’ll	want	to	do	everything	you	can	to	create	the	most	posi7ve	customer	experience	
possible.	
It	is	extremely	important	for	you	to	know	about	the	posi7oning,	pricing,	strengths,	
and	weaknesses	of	your	compe7tors.	The	insights	you	gather	on	your	industry	and	
your	own	business	will	help	you	to	improve	your	marke7ng	strategies	and	truly	stand	
out	to	your	target	audience.	

BONUS: 
How	do	I	iden*fy	my	compe**on?	

There	are	a	number	of	different	ways	to	get	a	handle	on	your	compe77on.	Start	with	a	simple	
Google	search.	

1.	Keyword	research	

One	simple	way	to	get	a	good	sense	of	your	compe77on	is	to	Google	the	three	or	four	groups	of	
keywords	you	would	like	to	be	found	for.	

Businesses	in	a	wide	range	of	industries	want	to	be	the	first	thing	searchers	see	when	on	
queries	related	to	their	product	or	brand.	So	your	compe7tors	are	more	likely	to	have	op7mized	
their	sites	to	give	them	a	beXer	chance	of	appearing	high	in	the	rankings.	

For	example,	in	the	business	planning	so\ware	industry	where	Palo	Alto	So\ware	(makers	of	
LivePlan)	par7cipates,	words	we	like	to	appear	at	the	top	of	the	rankings	include	—	business	
plan,	business	planning,	as	well	as	product	category	words	like	business	plan	so\ware	and	
branded	words	like	LivePlan.	

2.	PPC	ads	that	appear	in	search	results	

When	you	do	that	sort	of	research,	also	take	note	of	the	PPC	(pay-per-click)	ads	that	appear	at	
the	beginning	of	the	search	results.	They’re	another	clue.	

A	higher	number	of	ads	can	indicate	a	s7ffer	compe77ve	landscape.	An	absence	of	them	might	
suggest	an	immature	market	with	weak	demand—but	it	also	might	mean	that	you	need	to	do	
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more	research	to	understand	how	people	search	(or	the	words	they	use)	when	they	look	for	
informa7on	and	products	like	yours.	

3.	Conduct	a	compe**ve	analysis	

If	you’re	looking	at	your	compe7tors	because	you’re	wri7ng	the	compe77on	sec7on	of	your	
business	plan	for	a	bank	loan,	angel	investment,	or	venture	capital,	it’s	a	good	idea	to	start	with	
a	compe77ve	matrix,	SWOT	analysis,	and	explore	Porter’s	Five	Forces.	

Using	a	compe**ve	matrix	
A	compe77ve	matrix	is	a	great	tool	for	comparing	specific	features	or	perceived	benefits	
between	your	business	and	the	compe77on.	It’s	a	simple	table	that	allows	you	to	check	boxes	
regarding	how	customers	are	being	served	and	who	actually	offers	those	solu7ons.	Star7ng	with	
this	matrix	can	give	you	an	idea	of	poten7al	strengths	and	weaknesses	and	can	help	you	
kickstart	the	next	analysis.	

Conduc*ng	a	SWOT	analysis	
Reviewing	your	compe77on	easily	fits	into	the	SWOT	analysis	framework,	where	you’re	looking	
at	your	strengths,	weaknesses,	threats,	and	opportuni7es.	This	is	a	simple	method	to	quickly	
iden7fy	where	you’re	bea7ng	out	or	falling	behind	the	compe77on	and	develop	any	strategic	
changes	you	need	to	make.	

Learn	about	Porter’s	Five	Forces	
The	most	well-known	framework	people	use	for	strategic	development	(including	compe77ve	
analysis)	is	Michael	Porter’s	Five	Forces.	This	framework	can	help	you	map	out	the	various	
compe77ve	tensions	at	play,	and	assess	the	aXrac7veness	(or	otherwise)	of	the	industry	you	are	
looking	to	compete	in.	Similarly,	his	generic	strategies	framework	can	help	entrepreneurs	assess	
which	marke7ng	strategy	is	worth	focusing	on	as	a	basis	for	compe7ng.	
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4.	Industry	research	and	benchmarks	

You	can	also	benefit	from	doing	some	industry	analysis	and	leveraging	some	benchmarks.	A\er	
all,	industry	benchmark	data	is	all	about	your	compe77on—and	knowing	what’s	average	in	your	
industry	can	help	guide	your	financial	forecasts,	or	even	inspire	tweaks	to	your	business	
model.	Industry	benchmarks	are	included	in	LivePlan,	and	there	are	other	ways	to	access	that	
data	as	well.	

5.	Monitor	different	plaPorms	

Also,	set	up	some	con7nuous	monitoring—there	are	some	great	sugges7ons	in	this	ar7cle.	Get	
on	your	compe7tor’s	email	list.	Pay	aXen7on	to	where	they’re	spending	their	digital	adver7sing	
dollars.	Set	up	Google	Alerts	so	you’ll	hear	about	it	if	they	announce	anything	newsworthy.	
Follow	them	on	social	media.	

Stay	up-to-date	on	your	compe**on	
But	don’t	just	inves7gate	your	compe77on	once	in	the	early	days	and	never	think	about	it	again.	
A	good	business	plan	is	a	lean,	con7nuously	revised	plan.	You	should	incorporate	compe77ve	
analysis	into	your	regular	business	plan	review	mee7ngs—if	not	monthly,	at	least	quarterly.	The	
landscape	can	change	quickly,	especially	if	your	business	is	a	startup	in	an	emerging	or	freshly	
disrup7ve	industry.	

Don’t	think	of	your	compe77ve	strategy	as	a	reac7ve	game.	Try	to	be	proac7ve.	Don’t	wait	for	
them	to	pursue	your	target	market	with	renewed	aggression.	Build	your	own	strong	campaigns	
in	the	mean7me.	

Keep	in	mind	that	“knowing	your	compe77on”	does	not	equate	to	copying	what	they	do.	And	
there	is	a	fine	line	between	monitoring	your	compe77on,	and	obsessing	to	the	point	of	strategic	
paralysis.	

Your	business	goals	are	best	achieved	by	focusing	on	mee7ng	the	needs	of	your	target	audience	
beXer	than	anyone	else	does.	Consistently	innova7ng	to	ensure	your	proposi7on	always	stacks	
up	favorably	against	the	wider	compe77on.	Knowing	your	compe77on	can	help	you	iden7fy	
how	to	develop	this	strategy.	

Editor’s note: This article originally published in 2012. It was updated for 2021 by Alan Gleeson, the General Manager of Palo Alto Software Ltd, 
creators of LivePlan and Business Plan Pro.
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Please visit JVagnone.com for more strategies to                      
maximize the value of your business.
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