
The Time Paradigm

Time is the secret weapon of business. Advan-
tages in response time provide leverage for all the
other competitive differences that make up a com-
pany's overall competitive advantage.

Many executives believe that competitive
advantage is best achieved by providing the most
value for the lowest cost. This is the traditional
paradigm for corporate success. Providing the
most value for the lowest cost in the least amount of
time is the new paradigm for corporate success.
An increasing number of companies are achieving
success by establishing competitive response
advantages. These time-based competitors belong
to a new generation of companies that manage
and compete in different ways.

New-paradigm companies:
• choose time consumption as a critical manage-

ment and strategic measure;
• use responsiveness to stay close to their custo-

mers, increasing their customers' dependence
on them;

• rapidly redirect their value-delivery systems
to the most attractive customers, forcing their
competitors toward the less attractive ones;

• set the pace of business innovation in their
industries; and

• grow faster with higher profits than their com-
petitors.

The new generation of competitors is obtaining
remarkable results by focusing its organizations on
flexibility and responsiveness. The companies in
the table below use their response advantages to
grow at least three times as fast as their industries
and to earn profits more than twice the average of
their competitors.

Becoming a Time-based Competitor

You have become a time-based competitor
when you have accomplished three tasks:

• Your value-delivery system is two to three
times as flexible and responsive as those of
your competitors;

• You have determined how your customers
value these capabilities and have priced accor-
dingly; and

• You have a strategy for surprising your com-
petitors with your time-based advantage.

Make Your Value-Delivery System Flexible
and Responsive

Most of the time a product or service is in your
value-delivery system is spent waiting. Delays
stem from these causes:

• procedural constraints, including minimum
production or information-processing batch
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Response Growth
Company Business Advantage Difference Profit

Wal-Mart Discount 80 % 36 vs 12 % 19 vs 9 %
stores ROCE

Atlas Door Industrial 66 % 15 vs 5 % 10 vs 2 %
doors ROS

Ralph Wilson Decorative 75 % 9 vs 3 % 40 vs 10 %
Plastics Co. laminates RONA
Thomasville Furniture 70 % 12 vs 3 % 21 vs 11 %

ROA
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sizes, scheduling practices, and authorization
schedules;

• quality problems, including physical and intel-
lectual rework necessitated by inadequate
design and attention to details; and

• structural difficulties, including convoluted
flows of product and information, functional
handoffs, and interrelated facilities located at
different sites.

The single greatest cause of inflexibility and
slow responsiveness, though, is organizing for eco-
nomies of scale and control rather than for fast
throughput.

To improve its responsiveness a company needs
to organize for economies of time and for visibi-
lity. To do so, many companies disassemble their
functional organizations and reassemble them into
permanent, multifunctional teams. The members
of these teams focus on entire processes, products,
projects, customers, and/or competitors. The
teams include everyone who can slow or speed
the process and are often in one location. Their
performance measures are set to achieve goals
rather than efficiency.

One consumer appliance manufacturer formed
development teams and challenged them to reduce
the company's development cycle from as much as
three years to less than 12 months. The teams
identified many opportunities. For example, they
found that months could be cut from the cycle by
transferring several performance tests from the
company's central testing laboratories to the
design team organization. As the result of such
changes, the company is well on its way to achie-
ving its goal.

Price for Value Provided to Your Customers

The customers of time-based competitors
obtain special value, although sometimes they do
not recognize the value of faster response right
away. Flexible, faster response benefits your custo-
mers in a number of ways:

• They need less inventory;
• They can make purchase decisions closer to

the time of need;
• Their customers are less likely to cancel or

change their orders;
• Their cash flow cycle is speeded up; and
• They receive more special services and custo-

mized products.

These and others benefits affect customers' eco-
nomics, thus creating value. Time-based competi-
tors retain some of this increased value in the
form of increased prices and market share. For
example, a manufacturer of a commodity product
improved its responsiveness and is gaining share
while earning a 20 percent price premium. Its dis-
tributors can pay higher prices and still make
more money, because their inventory turns four
times as fast as the industry average.

Improved responsiveness creates greater custo-
mer dependency and thus increases market share.
A supplier of a custom industrial product could
not increase its share of customer purchases using
traditional means but did so after reducing its res-
ponse time by 75 percent on every order, inclu-
ding semicustom fabrication. As customers
became confident that they could rely on this com-
pany as a sole supplier, its share of their purchases
increased from 30 to 45 percent.

Surprise Your Competitors

The greatest risk you run in becoming a time-
based competitor is that one of your competitors
might become one simultaneously. If you increase
your responsiveness at equal rates, any advantage
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either of you achieves will be arbitraged away in
the marketplace and only your customers will
benefit.

True value and additional profits result only if
you can establish a substantial response advantage
over your competitors that will be difficult if not
impossible for them to close. You can do this by:

• initiating and executing a determined pro-
gram to reduce delays in your organization;

• not passing the benefits on to customers until
those benefits are substantial, i.e., not tipping
your hand early;

• focusing your marketing and sales resources
on the customers that will benefit the most
from improved responsiveness and thus be
willing to pay a price premium;

• buying time by diverting your competitors'
interest in the changes you have made; and

• preserving your lead by continuing your inter-
nal efforts to improve responsiveness.

The Importance of Vision

The journey to becoming a time-based competi-
tor is demanding. It must begin with a vision of
what could be. The vision needs to be sufficiently
clear and attractive to motivate you and your
organization to rethink the structure and activities
of your whole value-delivery system, so as to
maximize its performance.

Initiating and executing a program that
improves the responsiveness of an organization
rapidly is not easy. Such a program must compete
with other programs for attention. Further, the job

is difficult to delegate to your subordinates,
because improving responsiveness requires brea-
king down rigidities and delays across, as well as
within, functions. Thus, you must stay involved.
Finally, sustaining the rate of improvement and
the accompanying benefits necessitates a philoso-
phical change. Top management must shift its
focus from cost to time, and its objectives from
control and functional optimization to providing
resources to compress time throughout the organi-
zation.

You, as the keeper of the vision, must believe
that time is your number-one competitor.

George Stalk, Jr.

Mr. Stalk is a vice president in the Chicago office of the
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“The Time Paradigm” is the tenth in a series of Pers-
pectives examining how leading-edge companies can use
time and variety as competitive weapons. Other Perspec-
tives in the series include:

I. Instant Gratification

II. Competing With Time and Variety: Are Services
Different?

III. The Variety Trend

IV. Consumer Draw

V. Time and Trade

VI. Rules of Response

VII. The Time Elasticity of Profitability

VIII. Working Better and Faster with Fewer People

IX. Make Decisions Like a Fighter Pilot
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