
 
  

Twenty Competitive Intelligence Tips 

Idea In Short

Build competitive intelligence from public, ethical sources: professional profiles, job
postings, patents, filings, forums, trade shows and your own sales force. Structure the
gathering, refine a competitor profit model over time and remember the tips work in both
directions, so protect your own information.

The Ethics Line, Stated Plainly

Before the tactics, the boundary deserves one clear paragraph. Everything below relies on
information that is public, volunteered or legally purchasable, and nothing involves
misrepresentation, pretexting or inducing anyone to breach confidentiality. The distinction is
not decorative, since a single unethical shortcut can poison an entire program legally and
reputationally, and professional practice norms exist precisely to keep the discipline clean.
Teams should write their own red lines down before the first project: no false identities, no
soliciting confidential documents and no paying for information the seller has no right to sell.
Well-run programs survive audits cheerfully, which is itself a competitive advantage over
rivals who cut corners.

Boring, Ethical and Effective

Competitive intelligence projects sound crafty and cinematic, and the reality disappoints
anyone hoping for espionage. A typical engagement involves lots of meetings to share
information and piece together the competition's strategy and tactics, an entirely ethical and
process-driven initiative.1 The craft lies in knowing where public information hides and how
fragments assemble into understanding. Twenty field-tested tactics cover most of the
territory.

Mine the Public Trails

People and companies leave trails everywhere. Professional profiles say remarkable things,
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and entire market sizings have been built partly from resume bullets claiming management
of a 25-million-dollar product line, because personal pride reliably trumps corporate
discretion. Job postings reveal strategy in advance: what roles, where and with what
responsibilities, all searchable on employment boards.2 Patent filings show which
technology a rival intends to fence in. Slide-sharing sites collect work materials people post
without thinking. Suppliers and customers talk too, with suppliers knowing whether orders
are up and customers happy to describe the sales pitches they have seen. The hometown
newspaper deserves special mention, since small papers run local stories with revenue
figures that get buried deep in search results. Forums and social media round out the trail,
because forums are where people genuinely speak their minds about products and
companies.

Create Data When None Exists

When the trail runs cold, generate your own evidence. Conduct surveys or pay for
interviews to learn what customers think of you and your competitors. Run a competitor's
brochure through a word-cloud tool and watch the repeated words reveal the attributes and
benefits they position on. Interview industry experts, who pride themselves on knowing
what is happening inside specific companies and love to be heard; one project reached Wall
Street analysts and came away with copies of their spreadsheet models. For public
companies, download the annual report and investor relations presentations, because firms
are transparent with their bosses, the investors, and often state their strategy outright.3

Look Inward and Sideways

Some of the best intelligence never leaves your building. Your own salespeople bump into
rival salespeople constantly, trade stories, share hotel lobbies and often used to work
together. Sales teams know enormous amounts about the competition and rarely realize
marketers would treasure it. Trade shows concentrate the same opportunity, with every
business-to-business industry displaying its wares, distributing brochures and creating
chances to chat with vendors. Two analytical disciplines then convert fragments into insight.
First, refine a simple competitor income statement over time, estimating revenues from
volumes and price, cost of goods from materials and labor, and overhead from headcount,
then testing assumptions as new fragments arrive. Second, analyze your own market share
trends with honest win-loss analysis by deal and by competitor, because companies usually
know their real problem and avoid admitting it until a process forces the issue.
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Widen the Aperture

Traditional rivals are only half the watch list. Look at the disruptors offering less for less, the
pattern that carried budget carmakers and flat-pack furniture into market leadership,
because predictable competitors rarely deliver the fatal surprise. Compare prices and
features directly where possible, since some companies offer interactive configuration tools
that let you spec an equivalent product and compare value openly. Sharpen the searching
itself with operator keywords: restricting results to nonprofit and industry-group sites,
adding the word forum to find candid threads or filtering for published documents. Small
search craft multiplies what the public web yields.

From Fragments to Findings

Collection is half the craft, and synthesis is the half that gets skipped. Set a standing
question list before gathering, since intelligence without a question devolves into hoarding:
what is the competitor's cost position, which segments are they prioritizing, where are they
hiring ahead of announcements? Time-stamp every fragment and note its source quality,
because a resume bullet, an analyst model and a forum rumor deserve different weights
when they conflict. Triangulate before believing, treating any claim confirmed by two
independent source types as working truth and anything single-sourced as a hypothesis.
Then publish internally on a rhythm, a one-page monthly brief traveling to sales, product and
strategy, because intelligence that never leaves the analyst's folder influences nothing. The
competitors most worth fearing run exactly this loop about you.

Structure the Flow, Guard the Reverse Channel

The final two tips are organizational. Create a safe, structured way to gather information,
because once people know the initiative is important, ethical and useful, they start sending
tidbits, and the analyst's job becomes piecing fragments together and connecting
colleagues with data that is helpful and strategic. Then protect yourself, because every
tactic on this list is being used on you right now. Teach your people to value information,
explain how leaks can harm the place they work and audit your own public trail occasionally
with a competitor's eyes. Intelligence is a two-way street, and the organizations that win on
it drive carefully in both directions.

1Competitive intelligence
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2Indeed
3SEC EDGAR

Summary

Competitive intelligence is boring, ethical and process-driven, far from spy fiction. Twenty
tactics, from resume mining and hometown newspapers to expert interviews and win-loss
analysis, compound into real understanding. Watch the disruptors, structure the information
flow and teach your people to guard the reverse channel.
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