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ABSTRACT

Sustainable competitive advantage is the foundation to ensure the survival and development of enterprises amid the
fierce market competition. For a long time, how to obtain and maintain sustainable competitive advantage has been the
core issue in the field of strategic management. Based on the resource-based theory and the continuum model proposed
by Tannebaum in 1958, this study puts forward a theoretical model on how to maintain the sustainable competitive
advantage of enterprises under the factors of market transformations. In line with this model, the cases of Dell, IKEA
and Byte Dance have been respectively reviewed to investigate how they perform under three market transformation
scenarios of technological change, ecological deterioration and social crisis. The results of this analysis confirm the
significance of sustainable competitive advantage in today’s business world.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Sustainable competitive advantage refers to a unique
business strategy to maintain priority within a certain
time frame [1]. This priority position, comprising three
levels concerning the economy, environment and society,
is difficult for competitors to imitate [2].

General Electric CEO Jack Welch once said:
“If you don’t have a competitive advantage, then don't
compete.” For a long time, gaining and maintaining a
sustainable competitive advantage has always been a
focal point for strategic management. Different schools
of strategic management have different understandings of
competitive advantages, including but not limited to
Andrews et al.’s SWOT model [3], Michael Porter’s Five
Forces Model, B. Wernerfelt and J. B. Barney's resource-
based theory [4], etc. However, since they are all based
on the steady-state environment in which the enterprise is
located, they cannot explain the nature and source of the
sustainable competitive advantage of the enterprise in a
turbulent environment.

In the history of business, many outstanding
companies have achieved great success, such as Kodak,
Nokia, etc.. Still, they have finally declined because they
failed to adapt to the rapid changes of the times. In

essence, they lack the continuous innovation ability to
adapt to different stages of the life cycle. When the static
equilibrium of the steady-state market is constantly
broken, their competitive advantage cannot persist. This
has led some schools to claim that sustainable
competitive advantage is obsolete and no longer works.
They advocate transient competitive advantage because
some industries are changing too quickly to create
sustained performance.

However, experience completely contradicts the
theory of transient advantage. According to the resource-
based theory, short-term advantages (such as costs) can
be easily competed or imitated, while long-term
advantages come from resources and capabilities. When
sudden technological changes, ecological deterioration
and social crises break the balance of the original market,
the incremental effect of path dependence will be
gradually eroded, and short-term competitive advantages
will dissipate under the erosion of market competition.
Under such circumstances, only by adopting innovative
technologies or new business models can companies
maintain their strong long-term competitive advantages
and obtain excess profits that exceed the industry average.
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In other words, in the rapidly changing external
environment, companies not only hope to gain a
competitive advantage at a certain point in time, but also
hope to resist the erosion of competitors in the long term
and maintain their existing competitive advantages. The
view of a sustainable competitive advantage to produce a
steady stream of profits has never been outdated.

2. CONTINUUM OF SUSTAINABLE
COMPETITIVE ADVANTAGE

In a turbulent environment, companies cannot simply
rely on certain competitive advantages to survive for a
long time. To "live forever", they need to constantly
develop new competitive advantages as an alternative to
existing competitive advantages that are declining in
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performance. That is to say, enterprises should develop
another new competitive advantage before the previous
competitive advantage begins to decline. Thus,
enterprises build an interconnected or successive
“continuum” of competitive advantages [5,6].

In this article, market transformations are taken as a
variable to construct a continuum of sustainable
competitive advantage as a theoretical model. In the
turbulent market environment, the innovation of
enterprises is a continuous process without intermission,
thus forming a cycle (Figure 1). Through the continuous
transformation of competitive advantage, enterprises can
smoothly transition from the present to the future, form a
continuous forward path, and obtain a sustainable
competitive advantage.

sustainable competitive advantage

Innovation A

Innovation B

Innovation C

. Advantage A -—;—- Advantage B —————— Advantage C [ T—* Advantage N

Market Transformation A

Market Transformation B

Market Transformation C

Figure 1. Sustainable competitive advantage model

3. CASE STUDY OF DELL

Next, this article studies the cases of Dell, Ikea, and
Byte Dance under the three major market transformation
scenarios of technological changes, ecological
deterioration and social crisis. It supports research on the
necessity of maintaining sustainable corporate economic,
environmental and social competitive advantages.

First, with the strengthening of the global integration
trend and the acceleration of technological innovation,
the original market structure and industry competition
rules are quickly broken, making the competitive
environment in which companies are more complex and
uncertain. This requires companies to quickly respond to
changing customer needs and adapt to the market through
continuous technological iterations, thereby relying on
sustainable competitive advantages to obtain stable
profits.

Dell has experienced three stages of development,
from a traditional enterprise to an Internet and e-
commerce enterprise, and now to a technology group is
the most successful example.

Dell was originally established as a company that sold
computers by telephone. Although many achievements
have been made, when the Internet revolution began, Dell
did not hesitate to move all of its business online and
made full use of the Internet to provide users with
personalized customization and delivery services. In this
way, customer satisfaction has been greatly improved.

Dell has miraculously maintained a growth rate of more
than 50% for many years, becoming one of the world's
largest computer manufacturers and posing a huge threat
and challenge to other competitors that have been slow to
transform.

This advantage lasted until 2006. With the continuous
innovation of emerging e-commerce and the reduction of
profits of standardized hardware products under IT
service, not only was HP and Acer surpassed in the PC
industry in 2006 and 2009, but also the profits of
enterprises began to decline for the first time in 2007 [7].
Dell’s competitive advantage at that time had been
brought into full play, and it could no longer become
Dell's sustainable advantage. During this period, Dell
quickly adjusted its strategy. While breaking the single
direct selling mode, it plans to follow the forefront of
science and technology to carry out digital transformation,
and create network service business and enterprise
solution business through self-development and
acquisition, including storage, data center, security,
virtualization, network, software, etc. Until 2016, after
integrating EMC (the world’s largest enterprise storage
manufacturer), Dell changed its name to “Dell
Technology Group”. Its business covers the fields of edge
computing, data center and cloud, and completely
transformed from a marketing company to a technology-
based company. From Figure 2, it can be seen that Dell’s
strategy of digital transformation at that time was
successful, and the company’s revenue and profit
bottomed out and rebounded ten years later.
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Dell's performance data trend chart from 2002 to 2012
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Figure 2. Financial performance of Dell (2002-2012)

In 2019, with the outbreak of the Covid-19 virus, the
global economy has been severely damaged. At the
moment of crisis, Dell kept up with the times to innovate
again, open up medical and life sciences businesses, carry
out a digital transformation of healthcare, and provide
interconnected medical technologies and Dell EMC
solutions for global hospitals. Up to now, 65% of
American hospitals have used Dell EMC storage
infrastructure  [8]. Through innovative business
transformation, Dell has successfully turned the global
epidemic environment into a profitable business
background.

In the era of the digital economy, the new generation
of information technology represented by the Internet
continues to innovate and accelerates penetration and
integration with the manufacturing field. Thus, the
company’s strategic goals and development motivation
must undergo profound changes. Assuming that when the
Internet age comes and Dell remains the same, insisting
on direct sales by telephone, Dell will lose its steady cash
flow and never become the king of direct selling
companies with a sustained dominant position today.
Assuming that Dell fails to adjust its strategic deployment
and create a perfect innovation ecosystem in time when
the data in 2006 declines, Dell will gradually lose its
sustainable advantage like its old rival HP. Today, Dell’s
business has become richer in breadth and depth. It has
not only innovated the healthcare business but also laid
out future-oriented technologies such as cloud computing,
the Internet of things, artificial intelligence and AR/VR.
Dell’s three-stage innovation perfectly fits the
sustainable competitive advantage model mentioned
above. Therefore, enterprises should aim at the world’s
most cutting-edge technologies and technologies
following the requirements of productivity development,
regardless of economic costs and short-term economic
benefits, to create a sustainable competitive advantage.

Second, since the 21st century, as the global climatic
problem becomes more severe, the international
community’s response to global climate change requires
the development of a low-carbon economy and the
transition to a low-carbon society. A view based on
natural resources asserts that the environment will limit
the ability of enterprises to sustain competitive
advantages [9]. In response to environmental issues,
companies should adjust their industrial structure and
resource utilization models to deal with the risks and
opportunities of global climate change and further
infiltrate ~ sustainable  development ideas into
contemporary corporate decisions and culture to
transform potential threats into competitive advantages
[10].

4. CASE STUDY OF IKEA

Eiadat (2008) believes that through the development
of new green technologies, energy conservation and other
innovative behaviors, companies can reduce costs or
provide differentiated products to gain a competitive
advantage over their competitors [11]. For instance,
IKEA is a Swedish furniture company founded in 1943.
As the company continues to expand rapidly and steadily,
its product range has spread to cover a variety of furniture
items. IKEA becomes the largest furniture retailer
globally, which distributes in 43 countries, opens 180
chain stores, and employs more than 70,000 employees
[12]. Some critics suspect that IKEA, a company that
relies on a business model that is low-cost, high-volume
and mass-produced, can ever be sustainable. According
to news reports in recent years, IKEA does perfectly turn
the Eiadat (2008) theory of green innovation into practice.
IKEA is committed to offering consumers more
sustainable options and inspiring people to positively
impact the planet through sustainable consumption. In
Ikea's philosophy, it dictates that the less waste created,
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the cheaper the product. At present, 60% of IKEA’s
products are made of renewable materials, and 10% of its
products contain recyclable materials [13]. The low cost
of raw materials means that products made from
renewable resources are relatively cheap. Consequently,
IKEA’s green products are made at low prices while
maintaining high-quality standards. In this way, IKEA
keeps competition out by being a low-cost provider.
Moreover, consistently low pricing can help build brand

loyalty and make the business of IKEA more competitive.

The company keeps working towards becoming
climate positive by 2030 through increasing usage of
sustainable materials, plant-based foods and renewable
energy sources [13]. This sustainable mission leads to
building a powerful brand regarding the sustainable
competitive advantage. IKEA will get a great company
reputation by being environmentally friendly and it will
cause customers to prefer the brand over competitors.

By making a product differentiation that focuses on
quality, green technology, and customer service, lkea
also builds a sustainable competitive advantage. For
example, ISTAD plastic bags are designed with
resealable seals for easy reuse. These bags are usually
made of sugar cane materials, which are renewable [14].
Due to their durability, resealability, and ability to be
reused repeatedly, they are a simple choice for the
reduction of trash bag waste. Not only does IKEA use
eco-friendly materials, but their product designs are
simple, fresh, and natural. As a result, these advantages
contribute to better product differentiation, which in turn
builds customer loyalty and makes the company less
likely to lose market share to its competitors.

Green innovation is the key to solving sustainability
issues and enhancing the organization’s competitive
advantage. Companies with green innovation capabilities
can win consumers’ favor by providing new green
products, improving environmental standards, and
establishing industry entry barriers, thereby maintaining
a sustainable competitive advantage in long-term market
competition.

However, the lockdowns caused by COVID-19
severely affected IKEA throughout 2020 in many
different ways. According to IKEA’s Financial Report
(2020), 75% of stores worldwide were closed for an
average of seven weeks in 2020, and the retailer’s sales
were 39.6 billion in 2020, which is lower than the 41.3
billion it was in 2019. The number of IKEA store visits
decreased from 1 billion in 2019 to 825 million in 2020
[15].

In response to COVID-19, core marketing concepts
are continuously evolving and transforming the
marketing environment, forcing IKEA to increase its
entrepreneurial skills and hypermobility by adapting to
changes and developing new marketing strategies [16]. A
boom in the use of online communication and social
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media has forced firms to switch both their sales and
marketing efforts online. Even though the IKEA physical
stores reopened, the online sales still remained high,
which demonstrates a change in consumer purchasing
behavior caused by the pandemic and lockdowns where
people preferred the constant access to browse IKEA
products online [15]. IKEA has faced many challenges in
2020, but it still managed to innovate by enhancing its
supply chain and investing in its social media. IKEA has
hired and trained employees to manage customer
communication online [15]. Besides, to provide
customers with the inspiring, simple and smart shopping
way, the Ingka Group has rolled out the IKEA app to
about 12 countries which are available for customers to
order through for home delivery and store pick-up [17].
With the trend of shopping via the app, customers are also
increasingly turning to remote planning of their homes.
One of the co-workers in the store will be in a special
“remote planning suite” while the customer stays in the
comfort of their own home and is connected via phone
[17]. The perfect kitchen or desired space will then be
created remotely. Besides, several countries, such as
Awustria, have offered contactless click & collect services
[17]. The handover of goods ordered online takes place
outside the IKEA store on a “drive-in basis”, and is 100%
contactless. By taking these innovative business
transformations, IKEA has actively and efficiently
responded to the global epidemic issues which fit the
market transformation 3 in the model above.

Third, as the Covid-19 spreads rapidly to every corner
of the world, the global economy and the supply chain
have been hit by unprecedented shocks. Except for
certain industries (industries related to online services,
such as Amazon) that have benefited from the current
crisis, most industries are facing the challenge of losing
sustainable competitive advantages, and some SMEs are
even facing the risk of bankruptcy. Governments of many
countries in the world are actively adopting loose
monetary policies to simplify borrowing and have
implemented many economic stimulus measures,
including tax breaks, but for business leaders, these
measures may not be effective immediately. In this case,
it is particularly important to rely on sustainable
competitive advantage to obtain steady cash flow to
survive the crisis.

S. CASE STUDY OF BYTE DANCE

During the period of major market transformation like
the epidemic, many Chinese companies made flexible
adjustments and innovations to their business methods to
maintain a sustainable competitive advantage. For
example, the free model has become a high-frequency
vocabulary in people’s daily life. Byte Dance bought the
network broadcasting rights of the movie “Lost in Russia”
and played it on its streaming platform TikTok and
Watermelon Video for free. Online English
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Enlightenment App Jiliguala provided free resources to
children across the country. In fact, from the standpoint
of the enterprise, the introduction of the free model is a
way of propaganda to maintain its sustainable
competitiveness. The free model is based on consumers’
willingness to use and “word-of-mouth effect”. As a
marketing strategy in a specific period, it can help
companies expand user groups in the short term and
effectively tap potential customers. But it is worth noting
that this model is not free from start to finish. With the
increase of user stickiness and the expansion of the
market scale, the later charges gradually offset the former
costs, so that the company has obtained long-term and
stable cash flow, and realized a curve overtaking in the
business strategy.

The profit model of Douyin, owned by Byte Dance,
is based on expanding the user base and number to
achieve profitability. In short, it attracts users by
stimulating the public’s desire to express and create,
rapidly increase the number of users and their usage of
the software, improve the stickiness of the users, and
ultimately achieve profitability. In the end, content is the
key differentiator, which makes the app so successful.
Most importantly, it can handle kinds of regulatory
regimes and censorship policies across various nations to
create a safe, healthy online space [18].

And after the arrival of the epidemic, which brought
a series of operational difficulties to many corporations,
Douyin had more opportunities in this situation by trying
to find a new competitive advantage and also taking its
social responsibility at the same time. Because of the
restrictions imposed by the epidemic, offline shopping
has also been restricted, and Douyin has vigorously
developed its advantages in online shopping. Unlike
other e-commerce platforms, Douyin, which has a certain
fan base, has created a more personalized and youthful
live atmosphere with its own unique advantages.
Douyin's strong ability to bring goods life cannot be
underestimated. Generally, in the combination of “live +
link”, the bottom of the short video with links to goods,
click directly into the e-commerce platform to place
orders. Take the “Double Eleven” during the epidemic in
2020 as an example, the cumulative turnover of the
platform was 17.6 billion.

Also, Byte Dance provides rich “recharge” content
for users who stay at home during the epidemic, bringing
gyms, cinemas, museums, theaters, etc. to the cloud,
providing a path for everyone to become a more fulfilled
and better version of themselves. More than 11 million
users have participated in Douyin’s “online gym”’; more
than 900 celebrities and arts volunteers have been
teaching art through the platform. Based on their
strengths, each platform under Byte Dance provides
comprehensive support for various industries to resume
work, school and business online, helping people to
resume their lives, work and study as soon as possible,
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and assisting small and medium-sized enterprises and
farmers who have suffered a huge impact to find new
opportunities.

Consequently, when the external environment falls
into a social crisis, enterprises should start from their
industry and actual operating conditions and spare no
effort to seek ways to maintain sustainable competitive
advantages. Enterprises can improve the core
competitiveness of their products and services by making
flexible adjustments and innovations to commercial
methods and avoid intensifying corporate losses due to
blind competition and excessive costs.

6. CONCLUSION

From the above three cases, it can be concluded that
Dell through technological innovation, IKEA through
reducing green production costs, and Byte Dance through
flexible adjustment of business models, have all obtained
sustainable competitive advantages.

Therefore, in this study, it can be inferred that
sustainable competitive advantage of enterprises is
crucial to all industries. It can be further argued that the
sustainable gradually accumulated in long-term business
practice and has a close relationship with a period of
business philosophy, industry dynamics, and market
situation.

In conclusion, companies need to adapt to market
changes in the ever-changing external environment and
carry out self-innovation to maintain their own
sustainable competitive advantage. Because sustainable
competitive advantage is the foundation of a company’s
survival, providing an inexhaustible impetus for the
company’s foothold can ensure long-term development
in a fierce market environment. Enterprises must identify
and adapt to environmental changes, give full play to
their advantages in resources and capabilities, and seize
fleeting market opportunities in order to achieve
corporate strategic leapfrogging.
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