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Companies must obtain credible data on market indicators in order to 

face competitive challenges in today's business world effectively. An 

effective competitive intelligence system is, therefore, an essential 

requirement for attaining competitive advantage goals as spelt out in 

firms' missions and visions. However, despite the importance of 

competitive intelligence as a driver of firm competitive advantage,  

there are scant studies that investigate the various facets of competitive 

intelligence (e.g., competitor's intelligence, marketing intelligence, 

technological intelligence, and social and strategic intelligence about 

the competitive environment) that, in practice, impact firms’ 

competitive advantage. The current study tries to fill the gap by 

developing conceptual framework researchers and managers could 

employ to explore the interplay between firms competitive intelligence 

and competitive advantage.  
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Introduction 

 

In today’s highly competitive business environment, firms need robust competitive 

intelligence for gathering information about their operating environment (Salguero et al., 

2019). The core objective of a competitive intelligence system is to generate credible and 

useable information and data about essential indicators of market competition that will help 

organisations attain competitive advantage (Bose, 2008). Research (Calof and Wright, 2008) 

has shown that organisations lacking market intelligence struggle to survive, while those that 

have developed an intelligence network are not only able to survive but prove to be more 

innovative, creative, and competitively advantaged (Ladipo et al., 2017). As a product, 

competitive intelligence is the information about the market industry, analysis, 

benchmarking, company profiles, early warning alert, technology assessments, economic 

analysis, customer profiles, executive profiles, political analysis, and supplier profile (Calof, 

2017). Among the myriad factors that facilitate or impede competitive advantage, prior 

research has consistently identified competitive intelligence as one of the most important (Nte 

et al., 2020; Qiu, 2008; Somiah et al., 2020). 

 

The notion of competitive intelligence gained traction in the literature on market competition 

since the early 1980s when increased information-based rivalry and market changes 

transformed the way organisations compete in the market (Nasri, 2011). As a concept, 

competitive intelligence is a method continuously map out the dynamic processes and critical 

incidences occurring in a given market in order to make meaning of the happenings in the 

competitive environment and the implications pf such happenings on the competitive position 

of the organisation (Du Toit, 2015). Collecting data and information on the business of rival 

organisations, however, is fraught with ethical and legal consequences, thus making such 

decision highly dicy for the organisation gunning for competitive edge (Fleisher and Wright, 

2010). This ethical and legal imperative now cause organisations seeking competitive 

advantage to rely more on continuous improvements on process designs and building of 

enhancing value (market offerings) as a crucial element of competitive intelligence (Amiri et 

al., 2017).  
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Competitive intelligence targets competitors, government, suppliers, customer, partners, 

professional associations, and other sources of socio-economic data and intelligence to gather 

such data and analysing them into market insights to guide the decision of managers (Calof et 

al., 2017). Thus, competitive intelligence is characterised by several essential elements: 

namely, social and strategic intelligence (Rouach and Santi, 2001), competitor intelligence, 

technological intelligence, and market intelligence (Deschamps and Nayak, 1995). All these 

elements of competitive intelligence severally and collectively combine to influence 

organisations’ marketing performance (Tahmasebifard, 2018). Although extant studies 

indicate that organisations have been using competitive intelligence in the management of 

their marketing activities, yet unequivocal evidence associating competitive intelligence 

practices with the attainment of competitive advantage is lacking. Besides, most of the 

reports were descriptive case studies that lack rigour and generalisability (Calof et al., 2018; 

Stefanikova et al., 2015). Further, Sewdass and Toit (2014) noted that although there are 

limited studies on the influence of competitive intelligence on competitive advantage, most of 

these studies superficially describe competitive intelligence. Indeed, very few studies have 

gone to the extent of diagnosing competitive intelligence. There is also a dearth of literature 

on the influence of competitive intelligence types on competitive advantage: namely, quality, 

cost, and general insight.  

 

In view of the foregoing, this paper suggests a framework researchers could use to study the 

influence of competitive intelligence (and its various elements: marketing intelligence, 

competitor’s intelligence, technological intelligence, and social and strategic intelligence) on 

competitive advantage. The following parts review related literature and propose a 

framework that clarifies which competitive intelligence sub-types, which supports 

competitive advantage. 

 

Background of Competitive Intelligence Success 

 

Competitive intelligence is a method or process organisations use to build a database 

containing crucial knowledge about the competitive business environment (Nte et al., 2020). 

Competitive intelligence provides the primary basis upon which organisations understand and 
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exploit the manifest and hidden opportunities in the market and, importantly, use such 

knowledge to develop and deploy their competitive strategies (Tahmasebifard, 2018). 

Notwithstanding the importance of competitive intelligence, the literature contains several 

conceptualisation of the construct—e.g., competitor intelligence, customer intelligence 

business intelligence, information intelligence—which only serves to confuse clear 

understanding and thus usage of this critical marketing tool (Sewdass and Toit, 2014). In this 

connection, Soilen (2016) argued that existing definitions of competitive intelligence overlap 

with descriptions of other more established constructs fields of study—like decision making, 

most intelligence activities, and competitive advantage—thereby leading to serious 

discriminant validity issues and confoundment. Thus there is an urgent need for researchers 

investigating competitive intelligence to operationalise the construct carefully and leave no 

room for ambiguity in the minds of readers. 

 

Competitive intelligence can be described as knowledge and foreknowledge about the moves 

of crucial competitors in any given market and the clients they serve. Such information 

usually covers knowledge about the external and internal environment of the organisation. 

Competitive intelligence is, therefore, a tool for improving marketplace competitiveness via 

developing appropriate strategies to face the competition based on factual data about the 

overall business environment (Maritz and Toit, 2018). The ultimate objective of competitive 

intelligence is to assist in decision-making (DM) that leads to achieving competitive 

advantage (Fleisher & Wright, 2010; Jasim & Sulaiman, 2020). This comes about when 

organisations used their competitive intelligence (data/information about dynamics of market 

competition) to shape their strategic and operational plans, decisions, and operations an 

organisations (Du Toit, 2015). In view of this end, researchers have identified the following 

components of competitive intelligence. 

 

Marketing intelligence  

 

Maltz and Kohli (1996) defined marketing intelligence as a set of procedures designed to 

obtain information and data about changes in the marketing environment to implement an 

organisation’s marketing activities successfully. It is a system that collects the intelligence 
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needed for creative segmentation and significant moves in the marketing environment 

(Tahmasebifard, 2018). Lee (2015) described as a dynamic process of intelligence gathering 

for supporting the market stance and values an organisation upholds concerning the overall 

business environment, thereby allowing managers to make effective decisions. According to 

Wright and Calof (2006), marketing intelligence is a strategic tool for competitive advantage 

that provides business executives with updates about the markets they currently serve and 

will potentially serve. Also, marketing intelligence thus relates to the current and potential 

market position and covers such interests and key stakeholders like customers, competitors, 

and markets regulators. Therefore, marketing intelligence refers to the provision of support 

for companies with targeted information that gives it a better understanding of what is 

happening in the market or competitive environment (Al-weshah, 2017). 

 

Competitors Intelligence 

 

Organisations seek to build and develop competitive strategy by considering the structural 

changes of rivals’ organisations, the entry of a new product into the market, or the issuance of 

updates to existing products. Organisation thus stays abreast about what the competition is 

doing by gathering, analysing and using information related to product launches, new 

industry competitors, and product innovation by competitors (Rouach and Santi, 2001). 

Based on such continual analysis, an organisation can reliably gauge the strengths and 

weaknesses of rivals as well as predict their potential market performance (Wright and Calof, 

2006). This process demands the analysis of rivals’ competitive behaviour using sophisticated 

data analytics and anticipating the counter-competitive moves and strategies of specific rivals 

and head-to-head competitors (Zajac and Bazerman, 1991). It is a well-worn dictum among 

strategists: know thine enemy. 

 

Technological Intelligence 

 

In today's technology-driven markets, organisations can only discount technological 

intelligence at their peril (Rouach and Santi, 2001). It can also enable organisations to faced 

threats and identify opportunities resulting from technology-induced changes in the market 
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(Tahmasebifard, 2018). Technological intelligence entails monitoring technology 

advancements and their specific application to the products, procedures and processes that 

define the core activities in any given industry. Technological intelligence entails careful 

planning and organising to capture competitive intelligence about the R&D budgets, 

directions and priorities of competing organisations (Koseoglu et al., 2019). Calof and 

Wright (2008) and Tahmasebifard (2018) averred that technological intelligence about rivals 

could influence competitive advantage an organisation enjoys. Indeed, all stakeholders 

populating an organisation’s value chain are potential targets of technological espionage, and 

these include suppliers, customers, government, also social media.  

 

Social and Strategic Intelligence 

 

Deschamps and Nayak (1995) see social and strategic intelligence as the process of gathering, 

planning to analysing the environmental information and distributing them to the departments 

of the organisation where they are most needed for making decisions about the social 

antecedents of customer preferences as well as that of key competitors and their core 

workforce. Rouach and Santi (2001) include in the domain of social and strategic intelligence 

issues and data on the operational rules governing the behaviours of rival organisations, their 

financial and tax affairs, their political and economic leanings, and their human resources 

practices. Thus, the concept reflects the social, political, and commercial behaviour of the 

organisations operating within a given industry. Social and strategic intelligence is assessed 

with set issues like the strategic vision, human and social resources, economic and political 

aspects of the organisations (Tahmasebifard, 2018). However, strategic and social 

intelligence is significantly related to organisation intelligence, organisation strategies, and 

vital resources (Ezenwa et al., 2018), and it helps in expanding or constraining the choices 

available to organisations as they compete with each other to gain competitive advantage 

(Arcos, 2016).  
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Theoretical Background of Competitive Advantage 

 

An organisation is said to have gained competitive advantage where its value creation 

strategies, resources and distributional resources cannot be imitated by rival organisations 

(Piccoli and Ives, 2005). Competitive advantage remains a competitive advantage as long as 

it can be sustained (Barney, 1991). The critical issue here is the edge a given competence 

confers on an organisation by which it records performance over and above the industry 

average (Spender and Grant, 1996). An organisation possessing unique resources can gain a 

competitive advantage, which may come through material quality advantage, product 

differentiation, market taste-based product, and attractive price offering (Nuryakin, 2018). 

Such advantages offer the organisation higher profit growth, enhanced sales revenue rate, 

lower operating costs, improved product and service quality, and dominant market share 

(Ladipo et al., 2017; Li and Liu, 2014). However, competitive advantage requires the 

possession of unique resources and their effective deployment in order to attain better 

outcomes and strength than rivals in any competitive environment (Qiu, 2008). It is only 

through such unique resources and their practical usage that competitive advantage is 

sustainable over the long term (Wang, 2014).  

 

Association between Competitive Intelligence and Competitive Advantage 

 

Competitive intelligence can be used to improve an organisation’s competitive advantage 

based on quality, cost, and general insight (Nathan et al., 2006; Zangoueinezhad and 

Moshabaki, 2009). As the value which gives a defensible position over its rivals (Porter, 

1986), competitive intelligence gives an organisations competitive advantage through quality, 

cost, and general insight (Zangoueinezhad and Moshabaki, 2009). Thus, organisations having 

systems for monitoring their competitors' activities are shown to perform better when they 

predicate their differentiation strategy based on product quality (Calof et al., 2017). Similarly, 

organisations having knowledgeable on working conditions in rivals’ businesses make it 

easier to gain a higher advantage (Amiri et al., 2017). Further, the use of intelligence can also 

lead to lower costs in organisational operations (Dishman and Calof, 2008). Competitive 

intelligence, in general, allows organisations to improve resource access which they acquire 
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from the internal and external sources (Tahmasebifard, 2018), and also support a continuous 

forecast of products and services, resulting in better production (Calof and Wright, 2008). 

Thus, competitive intelligence allows for better business planning and improved decision-

making effectiveness (Fleisher and Wright, 2010). 

 

Conceptual Framework  

 

This paper develops a conceptual framework based on prior empirical literature by 

integrating four subtypes of competitive intelligence discussed in the preceding sections. In 

other words, this paper integrates elements of competitive intelligence with the concept of 

competitive advantage, as shown in Figure 1. Also, relationships assumed between the 

subtypes of competitive intelligence and competitive advantage form the basis of the 

hypotheses formulated (listed below) and illustrated in the conceptual framework (Figure 1). 

 

H0: There is an association between competitive intelligence and competitive advantage 

H1: Marketing intelligence is significant influences on competitive advantage 

H2: Competitors' intelligence is significantly related to competitive advantage 

H3: Technological Intelligence is  related substantially with a competitive advantage  

H4: Social and Strategic Intelligence is significantly related to competitive advantage. 

 

 

Figure 1. Conceptal Model 
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Figure 1 illustrates the association between competitive intelligence and competitive 

advantage. As previously explained, the four components of competitive intelligence 

(marketing intelligence, competitors' intelligence, technological intelligence, strategic and 

social intelligence) are reported to influence an organisation’s competitive position and 

consequently its competitive advantage in the market. This ultimately helps the organisation 

attain sustainable performance based on the criteria of higher quality, general insight and 

lower cost. 

 

Conclusion 

 

This paper attempts to fill up the gap in the literature on competitive intelligence and 

competitive advantage. The idea is that building competitive advantage through higher 

quality, general insight, and lower cost is possible through the development and effective 

de[loyment of a competitive intelligence system. Thus, a conceptual framework was 

developed that posits some associations between the four subtypes of competitive intelligence 

and an organisation’s competitive advantage. The paper suggests that competitive 

intelligence can be fruitfully utilised as an antecedent of organisational performance. The 

framework provides a starting point for researchers to investigate the competitive intelligence 

– competitive advantage relationship, as well as help practitioners, clarify the causes of their 

organisations' competitive standing. 
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