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The San José Consulting Group  

Business Tower 357/One Washington Square/San José, Calif., 95192-0070

  

ver. 1.29
To:  Students in Business 189

From: Robert Wood

Re:  Your Strategic Management Project – A Strategic Analysis of a Company 

You have just been hired as a junior analyst at the San José Consulting Group, an up-and-coming consulting firm serving the managers of large companies worldwide.  The main business of San José Consulting Group is developing recommendations and presenting seminars on important business issues for these managers.  It charges hundreds of thousands of dollars – sometimes millions of dollars – for its typical projects.  But selling them is difficult.  To persuade managers to buy the projects, people in our firm have to get to know those managers.  This can be a difficult challenge. 

The top people in the San José Consulting Group have developed a simple strategy for getting to know managers of large firms.  They prepare and sell reports called “multi-client studies” on topics of interest to many large firms.  They sell access to these reports for “only” $15,000 to $30,000.  For the companies that are the San José Consulting Group’s potential customers, a fee of $15,000 to learn about an important topic is very low.  Once managers appreciate the benefits of purchasing a $15,000 study, it is easier to sell them a $200,000 study.  Many large consulting firms employ this strategy.  

This year, the firm has decided to prepare a series of multi-client studies on companies believed to have unusual business impact or potential for business impact. Your job is to join a team that will select one of the companies to be studied and then carry out the study.  You will complete a good draft of a written report on the firm and make a presentation of your study’s conclusions to your fellow analysts (the other students in the class) and to a senior manager of the consulting group (your instructor) by the end of the semester.   

The San José Consulting Group’s salespeople will start marketing these studies to potential clients in a few weeks.  They will sell them to executives at companies that compete with, sell to, or buy from the company you are studying. If you choose to study a small firm, they may also sell the study to companies that might consider investing in or purchasing the firm.  However, the report is not for people only interested only in buying the company’s stock.  

Structure of the Project

The report you will present at the end of the term must be a comprehensive strategic analysis of the company you have chosen.  It will consist of a Strategic Introduction to the firm and a series of chapters, each based on one of the modules discussed below.  

The Strategic Introduction is by far the most important part of the report.  Many of the busy managers who buy these reports will never read anything but the Strategic Introduction.  Therefore, it must tell what are the most important points a company competing with, selling to, buying from, or possibly contemplating a large investment in the firm must know.  It must also tell what lessons other businesspeople can learn from the firm and from its efforts to compete.

To do this, the Strategic Introduction must answer these basic questions about the company:  


· What does it do for its customers?  

· Has it created (or does it seem to be on the way to creating) sustained competitive advantage in its industry?  If so, how?  How can other businesspeople learn from the way it created sustained competitive advantage?  If not, what are the prospects that it will be a profitable and successful firm in the future?  What lessons can be learned from its struggles?

· What actions do you think the senior executives of your firm have to take to continue its success (if it is successful) or to make it successful (if it is not successful now)?

The Strategic Introduction should be from 3 to 5 double-spaced pages in length.  You don’t get extra credit for writing a longer introduction.  But you do have to provide clear answers to the above questions.  

Don’t start to think about actually writing the introduction until perhaps half way through the course. But do keep the above questions in mind from the beginning of your study.  They will point you toward better analysis.  
For the first two-thirds of the semester, you will focus on Strategic Management Project modules that will become chapters in the final report.  The first chapter of the report will be a list of the key dates in the history of the company. Each subsequent chapter will answer a group of questions about a different aspect of the firm’s strategic management. Each will correspond to a different part of Hill & Jones’ text, Essentials of Strategic Management.  The assignments for the first three modules of the project are presented below. 

Preparing the Report

To write the modules and edit them into a high-quality final report, you have to operate from the beginning as an integrated team.  Each module and the final report must be coherent works.  That is, though different individuals will write different parts, there must be internal consistency from one part to the next. You will need to pass pieces of the report from one person to another each week that a module is due, so that the team presents a consistent view. 
In some of the modules, the answers to later questions depend on answers to previous ones.  For example, in Module B no student can answer question 6 (How have the strategies your firm has pursued in the past contributed to the distinctive competencies it has today?) until someone has developed a theory of what the distinctive competencies are.  If you break up the assignment, determining what distinctive competences – if any – the firm has is the job of the person who answers question 5 (Does your company have any distinctive competence or competences?).  Plan carefully to be sure the people writing later questions receive drafts from the people writing earlier questions in time for the later questions to be written and reviewed by at least one other person in the group.  

Finding good quality information on your chosen company may be hard.  See the handout, “Managing a Strategy Group” (available on the instructor’s web site) for suggestions about how to find information.  Please call or email the instructor if you get stuck.   

Please list the names of people who write the initial drafts of each question. This will help the instructor in giving feedback.  

Firms that carry out multi-client studies like this one use them not only as a way of getting the “foot in the door” of potential customers but also as opportunities to let young analysts (people like you) prove themselves.  If you do a project like this well in a real consulting firm, the clients will buy more of your firm’s services. You are likely to get a high-paying job helping to provide those services.  It really is possible to get rich doing this kind of job.  

In selecting a company, consider companies in industries where you would like to work.  The experience of carrying out a serious strategic analysis in an industry is excellent preparation for a job search and for actual work in the industry. You can use it to demonstrate your skills to people in that industry. 
Citations of Sources 

For all factual information and all opinions of people outside your group, you must report the sources that provided the information.  The Organization and Management Department has adopted the Modern Language Association (MLA) system of citing references (Gibaldi).  A good short guide to this system is available on the web at http://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/747/01/.  Note that MLA style includes methods for citing pages from web sites as well as articles from books, magazines, and newspapers. (If you have trouble reaching this page, try going to http://owl.english.perdue.edu and look under “suggested resources.”)  
Module assignments:
Module A  - [due at Session 6 or 7 ] 

External analysis - Your firm in industry context (Chapter 3)

1. What is the primary industry of your firm?  (The primary industry is the one in which it has the most sales.  In a few cases – very diverse companies like General Electric, for instance – you may prefer to analyze two or more industries.)

2. At what stage in the industry life cycle is the industry in which your company is based?  What are the implications of this for the intensity of competition, both now and in the future? 

3. How dynamic is the industry in which your company is based?  Is there evidence that innovation is re-shaping competition?  Has it done so in the recent past?  

4. Apply the five forces model to the industry.  (It is appropriate to write approximately one paragraph each on each of the forces.)  
5. What conclusion or conclusions does the five forces model cause you to draw about competition?  

6. List the most important opportunities and threats your company faces in a table like the following:  

	Opportunities
	Threats

	-

-

-
	-

-

-


Module B – [Due at Session 7 or 8]

Basic Internal Analysis - The strengths and weaknesses of your company. (Chapter 4)

1. List key events and dates you are aware of in the history of your company.  (Continue adding dates as the term continues.  Your list of events and dates will be the first chapter of your final report.)

2. Identify whether your company has a competitive advantage in its primary industry.  

3. For the industry where your company has the most sales, evaluate your company against the four generic building blocks of competitive advantage:  efficiency, quality, innovation, and customer responsiveness.  Can you tell on which building blocks it is strong?  On which is it weak?  What lessons can you draw from this to understand the performance of your company relative to its competitors?  

4. Are there any aspects of your company’s strengths and weaknesses that are not captured in the four generic building blocks?  What are they?  Do they represent additional building blocks of competitive advantage in your company’s industry?  How does your company perform in these areas?  

5. Does your company have any distinctive competence or competences?  If so, what are they? If not, is it trying to build any? 

6. How have strategies your firm has pursued in the past contributed to the distinctive competencies it has (or is trying to build) today? How has luck contributed?  

7. Do the strategies currently pursued by your company build on its distinctive competencies? Do they involve attempting to build new competencies?  

8. What are the barriers to imitating the distinctive competencies of your company?  

9. Summarize your company’s most important internal strengths and weaknesses in a table like the following.  Any distinctive competencies should be listed under “Strengths” in boldface:  

	Strengths
	Weaknesses

	-

-

-
	-

-

-


Module C – [Due at Session 9, 10, or 11] 

Business-level Competitive Positioning 
Some companies perform just one business. (For example, a local company that operates a single restaurant.)  Others have several businesses, but one is overwhelmingly dominant.  (For example, Wal-Mart discount stores is the dominant business of Wal-Mart Stores Inc., though the company also sells on line and through Sam’s Club warehouse stores.)  Finally, in some companies several businesses have to be understood to gain a good sense of the firm as a whole.  (For example, Shell Oil has businesses that find and produce oil, that refine oil, and that sell oil to end-users.  You can’t understand Shell by looking at just one of these businesses.)        

How many different businesses need to be analyzed to give a picture of the overall success of your company?  (Usually if you analyze business units representing 70-80% of the firm’s total sales and profits, you can get a good idea.)  If one business unit is dominant, answer the following questions for that business unit. If more than one is important, pick two business units and answer the questions for each. 

1) How differentiated are the products/services of this business?  To the extent that they are differentiated (that is, to the extent that customers see them as superior to competitors’), what is the basis of their differentiated appeal?  


2) What is the business’ strategy toward market segmentation?  If it segments its market, on what basis does it do so?  


3) What distinctive competencies do you now believe the business has?  (It is OK to repeat the distinctive competencies you listed in Module B, but based on the research you have done since then and especially on the findings of Module C, consider whether the competencies you listed still make sense.)  


4) What functional units seem the main driving forces in your company?  


5) Based on these facts, what generic business-level strategy is your company pursuing?  


6) What are the advantages and disadvantages of the chosen business-level strategies? 
NOTE:  If you say a business is pursuing both differentiation and cost leadership, indicate to what extent you think the company is or is in danger of being “stuck in the middle.”  

7) Based on all the information you have gathered so far, do you now believe your company has a sustainable competitive advantage?  If not, what might it do to create a sustainable competitive advantage? Could you improve the business-level strategies you have discussed?   


Marketing assignment [DUE WITH MODULE C]

Identify approximately five companies whose executives might be interested in purchasing your study from the San José Consulting Group. 

Here are brief summaries of assignments for the latter part of the term:

Module D  – The value chain and the technology and global dimensions of your company.  

Module E – The corporate strategy of your company.  

A draft of the Strategic Introduction is due at a date announced in the syllabus.
Final report – Oral presentations will be in the last meetings of class.  Written report due the last day of class.  Note that the written report counts twice as much as the oral report in the final grade.   
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