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What Contemporary Business Leaders
Could Learn from the Thoughts of Sun Tzu
(BC 540 ~ 482)
Pil-Hwa Yoo3
Although Sun Tzu’s ‘The Art of War’ was written more than two thousand years
ago, its strategic wisdom and insights are as relevant and fresh as ever. In
particular, its potential for the improvement of business practice remains largely
untapped. This paper is an attempt to convince the business leaders of the world
that a thorough understanding of Sun Tzu could be of enormous help to them.
Specifically, this paper discusses the applicability of Sun Tzu’s thoughts to
various aspects of business such as economy of speed, principles of attack, and
competitive intelligence.
Keywords: Chinese classic, Sun Tzu, The Art of War, strategy, economy of
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Sun Tzu’s ‘The Art of War’ compiled well over two thousand years ago is still
perhaps the most prestigious and influential book of strategy in the world today, as
eagerly studied in Asia by modern politicians and executives as it has been by
military leaders and strategists for the last two millennia and more.
For instance, in Japan contemporary students of ‘The Art of War’ have applied
the strategy of this ancient classic to modern politics and business with similar
enthusiasm. Indeed, some see in the success of postwar Japan an illustration of Sun
Tzu’s dictum of the classic, “To win without fighting is the best”.
Sun Tzu’s work is a thoughtful and comprehensive work, distinguished by
qualities of perception and imagination which have for centuries assured it a
preeminent position in the canon of Chinese military literature. Since ‘The Art of
War’ is a study of the anatomy of organizations in conflict, the ideas and thoughts
contained in it can be applied to business administration in general.
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In fact, I believe that ‘The Art of War’ remains and will continue to be a
tremendous reservoir of fresh strategic insights and ideas for business leaders. This
paper attempts to differentiate itself from previous works on Sun Tzu by focusing
on the following specific areas of business management.
-

Economy of speed

-

Principles of attack

-

Competitive intelligence

To my knowledge, none of the business researchers have ever discussed the
applicability of Sun Tzu to these areas. I have chosen these three topics because
the usefulness of Sun Tzu’s thoughts for them were all too clear. In addition, this
paper discusses very specific implications of Sun Tzu’s thoughts in these three
areas for contemporary business leaders, which could hopefully enhance the
practical value of this work for business practitioners.

Economy of Speed
As the following passages show, Sun Tzu has already emphasized the
importance of economy of speed 2,500 years ago.
-

Victory is the main object in war. If this is long delayed, weapons are
blunted and morale depressed. When troops attack cities, their strength
will be exhausted.

-

When the army engages in protracted campaigns the resources of the state
will not suffice.

-

When your weapons are dulled and ardour damped, your strength
exhausted and treasure spent, neighbouring rulers will take advantage of
your distress to act. And even though you have wise counselors, none will
be able to lay good plans for the future.

-

Thus, while we have heard of blundering swiftness in war, we have not yet
seen a clever operation that was prolonged.

Sun Tzu

-

For there has never been a protracted war from which a country has
benefited.

Given the importance of speed in today’s business world, I believe that Sun
Tzu’s admonitions on economy of speed merit attention of contemporary business
leaders. Specifically, Sun Tzu’s ideas could be applied to the following areas.
-

New product development
The process of new product development could be accelerated by adopting
method of concurrent or simultaneous engineering.

-

Similarly, the introduction of a new product to the market could be
accelerated by co-marketing.

-

Premarketing
Premarketing prior to the launching of a new product could help accelerate
its diffusion in the market.

-

Decentralization
Decentralization could be very helpful in speeding up the operation
process of a company. For instance, functions like customer complaints
management, credit rating could benefit a lot from delegation of authority
to front line managers.

In the age of time competition a big one doesn’t swallow a small one. Instead, a
fact-moving company is more likely to swallow a slowly moving competitor.
Sun Tzu’s advice on economy of speed will continue to be an inspiring source of
ideas for time management.

Principles of Attack
Sun Tzu’s discussion of how one should attack is highly insightful and as
relevant as ever. Let’s first see what he actually said on this topic.
1) Appear at places to which he must hasten; move swiftly where he does not
expect you.
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2) That you may march a thousand li without wearying yourself is because
you travel where there is no enemy.
3) To be certain to take what you attack is to attack a place the enemy does
not protect. To be certain to hold what you defend is to defend a place the
enemy does not attack,
4) Therefore, against those skilled in attack, an enemy does not know where
to defend; against the experts in defense, the enemy does not know where
to attack.
5) He whose advance is irresistible plunges into his enemy’s weak positions;
he who in withdrawal cannot be pursed moves so swiftly that he cannot be
overtaken.
6) When I wish to give battle, my enemy, even though protected by high
walls and deep moats, cannot help but engage me, for I attack a position
he must succor.
7) When I wish to avoid battle I may defend myself simply by drawing a line
on the ground; the enemy will be unable to attack me because I divert him
from going where he wishes.
8) If I am able to determine the enemy’s dispositions while at the same time I
conceal my own then I can concentrate and he must divide. And if I
concentrate while he divides, I can use my entire strength to attack a
fraction of his. There, I will be numerically superior. Then, if I am able to
use many to strike few at the selected point, those I deal with will be in
dire straits.
9) The enemy must not know where I intend to give battle. For if he does not
know where I intend to give battle he must prepare in a great many places.
And when he prepares in a great many places, those I have to fight in any
one place will be few.
10) If one knows where and when a battle will be fought his troops can march
a thousand li and meet on the field. But if one knows neither the battle
ground nor the day of battle, the left will be unable to aid the right, or the
right, the left; the van to support the rear, or the rear, the van. How much
more is this so when separated by several tens of li, or, indeed, by even a
few!

Sun Tzu

11) Now an army may be likened to water, for just as flowing water avoids the
heights and hastens to the lowlands, so an army avoids strength and strikes
weakness.
12) And as water shapes its flow in accordance with the ground, so an army
manages its victory in accordance with the situation of the enemy.
The first four passages could be paraphrased in the following way.
-

“Find out the areas in which the competitor doesn’t have competitive
advantage, and if possible, take up advantageous positions there
preemptively.”

The leading competitors typically have clear advantages – otherwise they wouldn’t
be market leaders. The challenger should not try to mirror the competitive
advantages of the market leader because the chance to surpass them in these
parameters is low. If a company could take up advantageous positions in the areas
where competitors are relatively weak, its chance of success would be greatly
enhanced.
Passages 5, 6, and 7 could be summarized as follows.
-

Attack your competitor in the areas where the competitor would find it
difficult to counterattack.

Established suppliers usually have weak points resulting from their structure or
system. Attacking these vulnerable areas makes it difficult for them to retaliate. For
example, a company that distributes its products primarily through specialized
retailers will have a hard time defending itself from an attack that is carried out
through aggressive distribution channels (discounters, supermarkets, etc.). If the
established company chooses to introduce its products to cheaper channels at prices
that are common for those channels, it endangers its position in a specialized retail.
Price-aggressive airlines such as Ryanair or Southwest Airlines regularly strike
where the big airlines cannot adequately defend themselves. They seek out
secondary airports and routes that aren’t profitable for their bigger rivals. They are
able to radically simplify their processes because they are not part of complete
systems, allowing them to save on costs. And since they are not hindered by labor
agreements, they are able to deploy their employees in multiple functions. They
then pass the savings on to the customer in the form of low prices. With this
strategy, Ryanair has been able to achieve very high growth rates and return on
sales for many years.
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Passages 8 and 9 simply mean that a company should attack a competitor only if it
has a clear strategic competitive advantage.
What is a strategic competitive advantage? It is a level of performance which is
superior to competitors’ and which must fulfill three criteria;
-

It must concern a performance parameter which is important in the
customer’s eyes.

-

The advantage must be perceived by the customer.

-

It must be sustainable, i.e. the competitors cannot replicate it.

Every excellent company has at least one strategic competitive advantage, as the
following examples show.
-

Samsung Electronics: quality, design, manufacturing capacity

-

Mercedes-Benz: quality, prestige

-

BMW: sportiness, “ultimate driving machine”

-

Microsoft: standard, widely used

-

Aldi: acceptable, consistent quality at low prices

-

Caterpillar: service, spare parts availability

These kinds of competitive advantages can be created only through careful
selection and focus. Companies that concentrate all their energies on a small
number of attributes will achieve discernable and lasting leadership in these
attributes.
Passage 10 and 11 are also consistent with above-mentioned first and second
principle of attack.
The last passage really reminds us of what Carl von Clausewitz said in his
remarkable book ‘On War’.
“Strategy must join the armed forces in the field in order to arrange particulars on
the spot, and to make the modifications in the general plan, which incessantly
become necessary in war. Strategy can therefore never take its hand from the
work.”

Sun Tzu

In other words, Clausewitz is saying that strategy requires regular feedback and
needs to adjust to the situation without ever losing sight of the main goal.
Sun Tzu is also emphasizing the need for constant adaptation in times of attack
depending upon the situation of the enemy.
Thus the fourth principle of attack can be summarized as follows.
“When a company attacks its competitor, it should be always prepared for all kinds
of uncertainty and be able to adjust to ever-changing situation
We can now summarize the principles of attack taught by Sun Tzu as follows.
-

Principle No.1: Find out the areas in which the competitor doesn’t have
competitive advantages, and if possible, take up advantageous positions
there preemptively.

-

Principle No.2: The best place to attack your competitor is where its
ability to fight back is weak.

-

Principle No.3: A company should never rely on an imitation strategy, but
should attack only if it has a clear strategic competitive advantage.

-

Principle No.4: An attacking company should always be prepared to cope
with any uncertainty with agile adaptiveness.

Competitive Intelligence
In order to effectively create and defend competitive advantages, it is necessary
to have the deepest possible understanding of your competitors. Only when the
opponents’ strengths and weaknesses have been identified can the opportunities
and dangers of competitive advantages be realistically assessed. This means
attributing the same level of importance to competitive intelligence as to classic
market research, which primarily deals with investigating the customers.
Sun Tzu described this task as follows.
Therefore I say: ‘Know the enemy and know yourself; in a hundred battles you
will never be in peril. When you are ignorant of the enemy but know yourself, your
chances of winning or losing are equal. If ignorant both of your enemy and of
yourself, you are certain in every battle to be in peril.’
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Today, there is a large gap between the ‘importance’ and the ‘availability’ of
competitive information. Only a small number of companies conduct
professionally organized competitive intelligence activities.
Generally speaking, the main problem of competitive intelligence doesn’t lie in
the fundamental unavailability or inaccessibility of relevant information, but in
failing to systematically collect and condense it. The information and data are
scattered throughout the company and aren’t effectively gathered, communicated
or analyzed. Only a small number of companies have taken organizational
measures to optimally exploit the available knowledge for this purpose and make it
accessible. Thus following Sun Tzu’s advice, companies must make sure that
competitive intelligence activities are systematically organized. Options include a
special task force, a mirror organization or a “shadow”. In choosing an option,
companies have to decide whether they prefer a general or a specialized view of the
competitive situation.
There are various sources of competitive information, the most important being
companies’ own employees. The internet provides companies access to general and
specialized information services. Customers, suppliers and products are prolific
sources of data.
Regardless of which competitive intelligence measures companies choose, they
should be aware that there are two sides to the coin. The same instruments
companies employ to gain information on their competitors can be used against
themselves. The better companies understand this, the better they can protect
themselves. Obviously, there is a fine line between legitimate competitive
intelligence and illegitimate “industrial espionage.”

Conclusions
Although Sun Tzu’s ‘The Art of War’ was written more than two thousand years
ago, this remarkable book on strategy never seems to cease inspiring many leaders
in the West and East and thus remains as relevant as ever. It is my firm conviction
that contemporary business leaders could still learn a lot more from Sun Tzu and
apply his teaching to their companies very profitably.
This paper is a first-ever attempt to apply Sun Tzu’s thoughts to specific areas in
business like economy of speed, principles of attack, and competitive intelligence.
Moreover, the specific and practical implications I have derived from this unique

Sun Tzu

attempt for business leaders could be highly helpful for managers working in this
turbulent business world full of uncertainty.
However, I must admit that this paper is not really comprehensive enough in the
sense that it doesn’t cover every chapter of Sun Tzu and it deals with only a small
number of aspects of business to which Sun Tzu could be usefully applied. But, of
course, Sun Tzu’s potential remains untapped in many other business areas.
Thus future study should focus on as many chapters of Sun Tzu as possible and
also cover such areas as leadership, customer management, and competitive
strategy, all of which I believe could benefit a lot from the insights of Sun Tzu.
This small piece of work will hopefully stimulate other researchers to develop
stronger interests in this timeless book on strategy.
(Received June 11, 2018; Revised June 21, 2018; Accepted June 22, 2018)
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