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Abstract

Sustainable  competitive  advantage  (SCA)  continues  to  be  an
important measure of business success despite indications that it is
elusive in the complex  4th Industrial Revolution world. This study
intends  to  highlight  the  rationale  for  its  continued  use.  An
exploratory,  constructivist  grounded  theory  approach  was
followed. Data were obtained from 27 semi-structured interviews
with executives, who were purposively selected, and analysed to
develop  a  grounded  theory.  A  relational  framework  emerged
describing  the  rationale  for  SCA  continued  use  starting  with
capitalist  thought  which  influences  creators  (suppliers)  of
management  thought.  These  suppliers  develop  either  fads  and
fashions  or  evidentiary  research.  These  fads  and  fashions  and
evidentiary research are translated into tools, frameworks and/or
theories  that  are used by businesses  and maintained through an
engrained  model,  managerialism,  risk  aversion  or  contemporary
trends.  Critical  management  studies  also  offered  additional
rationale in the form of strategy as ideology,  discourse, political
economy and practice. By understanding the systemic interplay of
the rationale for the continued use of SCA, managers can critically
evaluate the relevance of SCA in their business environment and
identify alternatives to SCA as a measure of success and open up
possibilities  for  collaboration  in  contrast  with  pure
competitiveness.  

1. Introduction
The concept of sustainable competitive advantage (SCA), as an important tenet for the long-term

success of a business, is embedded in management practice after its popularisation by Porter (1985)

who argued that for competitive advantage to be sustainable, it must have some form of barrier that

prevents imitation (Barney,  1991; Hill, Jones & Schilling, 2015; Maury, 2018). However, when the

underlying  assumptions  of  SCA  being  stability (D’Aveni,  Dagnino  &  Smith,  2010),  imperfect

imitability (Costa, Cool & Dierickx, 2013 ) and imperfect mobility (Pettigrew, Thomas & Whittington,
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2006) are probed, it  would appear that in the current disruptive and exponentially interconnected

environment  of  the  4th Industrial  Revolution (4IR),  the  sustainability  of competitive  advantage is

being challenged (Lindskov, Sund & Dreyer 2021).  In the 4IR environment, competitive advantage

seems transient (McGrath 2013) rather than sustainable. Yet,  the continued contemporary popularity

of SCA as a management and business concept is visible with a Google Scholar search that generated

around 3000 hits on the topic for the first four months of  2024.  A business news search for the same

period generated six times more hits. 

Although challenges to the notion of SCA in management have gained traction, it is unclear why the

SCA concept is being perpetuated despite indications of its elusiveness. This apparent knowledge gap

prevents academics and business practitioners from capitalising on alternatives to SCA in their pursuit

of business success and organisational performance. Therefore, the aim of this paper is:

To  explore  the  rationale  behind  the  pursuit  of  sustainable  competitive  advantage  as  a

measure of organisational success. 

Understanding  the  rationale,  enables  businesses  to  critically  evaluate  the  validity  of  SCA as  an

indicator  of  success  and  encourages  them to  invoke  alternative  success  measures  that  are  more

relevant in a contemporary business environment. Given the aim of the paper the objectives of the

paper are to:

1. Probe the impact of the technology changes on sustainable competitive advantage.

2. Explore the underlying relationships of the reasons why businesses pursue SCA.

3. Consider if critical management studies offer an explanation for the use of SCA. 

In order to pursue the aforementioned aim and objectives, this paper sets out with a literature review

analysing SCA within the core logic framework in strategy (as adapted) to understand the context for

the rationale behind the pursuit of SCA. The literature review is followed by a description of the

methodology deployed to address the aim of the paper.  After  unpacking the research results,  the

discussion turns to a proposed SCA rationale framework and concludes with a critical management

studies view.    The paper  concludes  with a description of  practical  implications,  limitations  and

proposals for future research.

2. Literature Review
The rationale behind the pursuit of a SCA as a measure of organisational success necessitates an

exploration of its historical context, which is the starting point of the literature review. The literature

review then turns to placing SCA in a core logic framework to compare it with contemporary realities

and conclude with possible reasons for its continued use by academia and business. 



2.1. The evolution of SCA 
This section chronicles the evolution of the concept of SCA in order to understand the rationale for its

use in contemporary management. As such, the sources from which the information is drawn are

representative of an extended timeline and seminal studies to demonstrate this evolution.

The SCA concept started its evolutionary journey in the principle of comparative advantage (Ricardo,

1817) where profits would rise if the cost of produced goods is reduced through foreign trade or

improvements in machinery. Competitive advantage (CA) emerged as a critique on the economic

assumptions of perfect competition and monopoly demand (Moore, 1906). During the 2nd industrial

revolution giant businesses emerged and pioneered new management techniques to control their vast

operations and the professional manager was born (Bertoldi,  2021). During this time  CA gained

traction  as  a  management  concept  because  of  giant  businesses  who competed  with  one another.

Penrose (1955) set the foundation for the resource-based view (RBV) of CA when she described how

under-utilised productive services can be used to obtain a CA. 

CA was further developed during the 3rd industrial revolution to accommodate mass automation and

globalisation and the SCA concept was introduced (Day, 1984), where for CA to be sustainable, two

attributes need to be present: (a) barriers to competitive duplication (Porter, 1985) and (b) an extended

time period (Hoffman, 2000).  Porter’s view that a SCA will lead to superior performance, influenced

many subsequent authors  and management thinking (Arbelo, Arbelo-Pérez & Pérez-Gómez, 2020,

Ghemawat, 1991; Grant, 2010; Hill et al., 2015;). By exploring the evolution of the SCA concept it

was  observed  that  there  are  three  major  assumptions  to  SCA:  stability  (D’Aveni  et  al.,  2010),

imperfect imitability (Costa  et al., 2013 ) and  imperfect mobility (Pettigrew  et.al., 2006).  It would

appear  that  the  sustainability  of  competitive  advantage  is  being  challenged in  the  disruptive 4IR

environment (Lindskov  et al.,  2021) because the underlying assumptions are under pressure.  The

environment is less stable because of pervasive competition created by lowering of barriers to entry

through technology. Digitalisation allows for increased development speed of products, services and

platforms which in turn dimmish the imperfect imitability assumption. Platforms especially, allow

resources  to  be  more  mobile  which  makes  the  imperfect  mobility  assumption  redundant.  This

challenge to SCA is tested in the next  section using the core logic framework (Lengnick-Hall &

Wolff, 1999) as adapted by the authors.

2.2. SCA as binary logic
The adapted core logic framework (Lengnick-Hall & Wolff, 1999) compare three identified logics –

binary, agility, and complexity logic. The  three logics of the core logic framework are shaped by

fundamental principles that distinguish them from each other that are summarised in Table 1 below.



Table 1: The distinguishing principles of the three logics of the core logic framework
Binary Logic Agility Logic Complexity Logic

M
ar

ke
t

co
nd

iti
on

s

Evolutionary equilibrium 

orientation with planned and 

predictable market conditions.

Disequilibrium is initiated 

deliberately for disrupted and 

unpredictable market 

conditions. 

Unpredictable sequenced 

market conditions.

R
el

at
io

ns
hi

ps

Linear, relationships build upon

ways to leverage capabilities. 

“Us” or “them” focus.

Disjointed, dynamic, 

transactional relationships.

Non-linear, dynamic, long-term

relationships focusing on 

collaboration and eco-systems 

blurring traditional 

organisational and industry 

boundaries.

M
ea

su
re

s o
f s

uc
ce

ss

Success is achieved if a SCA is 

obtained through scarce, 

valuable inimitable and non-

substitutable capabilities and 

resources.

Competitive advantage is 

temporary, and success is 

obtained through a series of 

disruptive changes that keeps 

competitors off-balance.

SCA is a misplaced concept as 

success is defined by 

reciprocal, mutually beneficial 

relationships without extracting

disproportionate profits. The 

focus is on balance.

Sy
st

em
 D

es
ig

n Systems and structures are 

designed to protect the key 

capabilities. 

Systems and structures are 

designed to be agile to enable 

fast, aggressive actions.

Systems and structures are 

designed for constant change 

and integrated, non-linear, self-

organisation.  

Pl
an

ni
ng

 c
yc

le
s Long-term planning that 

reflects market and product life 

cycles.

Short-term planning that 

deliberately disrupt market and 

product life cycles.

Focus on cumulative effects of 

strategic cycles across multiple 

networks with unknown 

timeframes.

Sk
ill

s
se

ts

Analytical skills to analyse 

information and increase 

predictability.

Agility, execution speed and 

creative skills to enhance 

disruption.

Sense-making skills to 

recognise patterns.

St
ru

ct
ur

e

Formal, hierarchical structures. 

Behaviour is guided by 

procedures.

Formal hierarchical structures 

supported by agile teams.

Self-organisation and 

decentralisation. Behaviour is 

guided by shared values and 

common purposes.

V
al

ue

Creating value for investors. Creating value for customers. Creating value for the 

ecosystem community.

Source: Adapted and summarised from Lengnick-Hall and Wolff (1999).



Binary logic focuses on achieving a SCA in an equilibrium market through the development and

protection of unique capabilities that are difficult to imitate by competitors. Relationships are political

in  nature  because  they  are  built  upon leveraging  these  unique  capabilities  and,  thus,  are  mostly

combative. The binary logic is dominant in all the  classical  theories steeped in economic tradition

(Reeves, Haanæs & Sinha, 2015),  which assumes a more stable environment where SCA is gained

through a business’s size, differentiation and capabilities.   Agility logic emanates from the research

conducted on high-velocity markets and hypercompetition. High-velocity markets are defined in the

seminal work of Bourgeois and Eisenhardt (1988) on decision-making, as environments “…in which

there is rapid and discontinuous change in demand, competitors, technology and/or regulation, such

that information is often inaccurate, unavailable, or obsolete”. 

In high-velocity markets businesses are in constant change and processes are less structured with high

reliance on new and situational information (Li, Easterby-Smith & Hong, 2019). Hypercompetition

makes it  difficult  to  sustain a  competitive  advantage by reason of  fast  innovation and shortened

product life cycles and as such competitive advantages are temporary (Lindskov et al., 2021). Agility

logic  eschews  SCA in  lieu  of  a  succession  of  temporary  advantages by  deliberately  disrupting

equilibrium in the market. Relationships are transactional in nature and systems are built to be agile

and capable of quick responses. 

Complexity logic is embedded in complexity sciences, which is a confluence of numerous fields such

as biology, mathematics, physics, engineering and social sciences (Li Vigni, 2020). Complexity logic

focusses  on  long  term  relationships  to  extract  value  for  the  ecosystem  community  through

collaboration  in  unpredictable  markets.  SCA as  a  concept,  therefore,  is  alien  in  situations  which

success is defined by reciprocal, mutually beneficial relationships without extracting disproportionate

profits.  The complex and disruptive environment in which complexity logic and complex system

theory is applicable, must be seen in contrast to the equilibrium and ordered environment of the binary

logic and general systems theory and for this comparison the Cynefin framework (Kurtz & Snowden,

2003; Snowden & Boone, 2007; Snowden & Rancati, 2021) is applied as per Figure 1 below. 



Figure 1: Capability differentiation using the Cynefin framework
Source: Adapted from Kurtz and Snowden (2003), Snowden and Boone (2007), Snowden and Rancati, (2021)

and Turner and Baker (2019).

  

Simple/clear environments are stable, and relationships are well understood. Structured techniques

and models help to plan and strategise to achieve a SCA. Complicated environments are in the domain

of the ‘known unknowns’ (Snowden & Boone 2007), in which cause and effect can be determined

through  analyses  and  assumptions  can  be  tested  to  determine  the  most  appropriate  response.

Approaches and techniques are used to achieve a SCA. Both simple and complicated environments

are mostly ordered and stable, thus, long-term planning is viable. Chaotic environments focus on a set

of temporary advantages; hence, it is important to act quickly and decisively to competitive threats.

Rather than having fixed tools for analysis and design, a set of novel management practices guide

agile  responses.  Chaotic  and  complex  environments are  both  unstructured  and  disruptive  with

dynamic relationships, but the cause and effect are convoluted in chaotic environments, therefore,

cumbersome tools and techniques for analysis are counterproductive. Complex environments focus on

emergent patterns that can be perceived but not predicted. Creative and innovative approaches are

needed and SCA is a misplaced concept in this open system in which success is defined by reciprocal,

mutually beneficial relationships without extracting disproportionate profits. 

The analysis of the different logics indicates that SCA as a concept is rarely relevant in contemporary

management. The question then arises what is the rationale for the continued pursuit thereof? 



2.3. Possible reasons for SCA continued use
The purpose of this section is to offer a possible rationale for the continued extensive use of SCA in

management, despite the challenges to the concept as discussed in the previous section. This section is

exploratory and served as input into the qualitative research interviews. Three possible avenues are

considered:  management  training,  limited  strategic  management  frameworks  for  the  digitalised

environment and inherent business rigidness.

2.3.1. Management training
Management  training  focusses  on  theories  of  business  strategy that  explain  the  choices  and

approaches of businesses for obtaining a sustainable competitive position (Keig & Brouthers, 2013).

A  review  of  the  approach  to  current  training  and  business  strategy  (Sollosy,  2013)  reveals  an

excessive  emphasis  of  theories  based  on  the  economic  tradition.  In  the  economic  tradition  the

business’s  goal  is  to  maximise profits  for  shareholders  (Seth & Thomas,  1994).  Current  training

approaches support classical theories which are based on a predictable world, stable competition and a

competitive advantage that is sustainable.  These classical theories do not take into account the impact

of the digitalised economy (Denning, 2018).  Current management training develops what Örtenblad

et al. (2013) call replacers, who are managers that are narrow-minded, profit-centred and focussed on

maintaining the current business practices and approaches, such as SCA. These business practices and

approaches  have  been  predominantly  produced in  and  for  the  Global  North  and West  and  have

resulted in the organisations, academics, practices and thoughts of the rest of world being ignored or

even degraded as inferior (Girei,  2017; Seny Kan  et al.,  2022). This focus is  exacerbated by the

exporting of  the  international  branch campus (IBC) of universities  from mostly former  coloniser

countries  to  former  colonies  (Siltaoja,  Kivijärvi  & Juusola,  2019).  As such,  business  schools  are

exporting and perpetuating the focus on classical theories of management developed in the economic

tradition with assumptions that underwrite  SCA.

2.3.2. Limited strategic management frameworks
In conjunction with the economic tradition, increased focus on quantitative research and the exporting

of  the  international  branches  of  predominantly  Western  business  schools,  researchers  developed

strategic approaches and frameworks that subscribe to the principles of economic exploitation with a

core focus on obtaining a SCA. When, therefore, these approaches are indiscriminately applied in

business, an assumption that the application will lead to a SCA is accepted as truth. This truth has

now been called into question by the disruptive changes. In general, there has been a decline in the

development of new strategy ideas since the second half of the 1990s (Ghemawat, 2016), a situation

that is confirmed by Pascale (1990) who tracked different management practices up until 2000, after



which he indicated that he had discontinued this process because of the dearth of new ideas that

created an impact, as depicted in Figure 2 below. 

Figure 2: Ebbs, flows and residual impact of business fads, 1950-1995
Source: Pascale (1990). 

The decline in available strategic management practices, just when the 4IR is disrupting businesses,

created a vacuum that is by default filled by the classical approaches to management where managers

revert to what they have been taught and what is available to use.  

The limited availability of strategic frameworks that can be used in the disruptive 4IR environment, is

reinforced by the heightened impact of management fads and fashions, which are concepts that are

transitional at best and have no base in concrete evidence (Goldman, Nienaber, & Pretorius, 2015).

They are false positives that arose from ‘groupthink’ fuelled by highlighting their significance to the

exclusion of alternatives and they can lead to futile investments (Piazza & Abrahamson, 2020). This

practice leads to the third possible avenue of exploration – organisational rigidness.

2.3.3. Organisational rigidness
Organisational  rigidness  is  the  third  reason  offered  for  the  continued  popularity  of  SCA  with

management. Chesbrough (2010) argues that  established businesses face considerable rigidities in

their business models because of the underlying configuration of assets that support their models.

Continued reconfiguration of assets,  people and capabilities is one of the core building blocks to

remain relevant  in  the  digitalised economy (McGrath,  2013),  but  businesses  have invested many



resources and careers in establishing and maintaining current business models, which were built on

the goal of obtaining a SCA. In addition to business model rigidness, business culture supports the

concept  of  managerialism. Shatil  (2020)  outlines  managerialism  as  the  systematic  rise  of  the

management group, that deprives owners and employees of their decision-making power and justifies

this action on the grounds of their education and inability to efficiently manage the business. This

managerial ascent coincided with the belief that management is a generic capability relevant to any

type of business and that the rigid applicability of operating, financial and cost data is core to business

success. According to Eagleton-Pierce and Knafo (2020), managerialism leads to the acceptance of its

ideas without explanation and interrogation because it is seen as “common sense”. Klikauer (2015)

uses CA as a specific example of an incidence in which an idea is used as a ‘catch-all umbrella’ to

shift management thinking into a specific direction without questioning. These accepted ideas are then

legitimised through ideology of “uncritically assuming the given” (Klikauer 2019). 

3. Research Methodology
This paper follows from the completed PhD study by the first author of this paper and should be

viewed in this context. The second author was not only the promotor of the PhD, but also an active

co-author.  The  overarching  study  subscribed  to  the ‘science  of  understanding’  which  underpins

interpretivism. The science of understanding adheres to multiple realities, through which the world is

seen as contextual, and new interpretations and underlying meanings are pursued (Goldman 2016).

The subject of the paper, the rationale for the continued use of SCA, is relatively new and is therefore,

well suited to an inductive approach and exploratory design, where theory is generated through data

patterns (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill  2019).  In line with the chosen interpretivist  paradigm, the

study  employed  qualitative  research  methods  where meaning  was  derived  from  the  words  (as

transcribed) and not from numbers. Furthermore, the constructivist grounded theory method was used

in this study,  as it  seems to be more flexible  than some of the more rigid analytical  approaches

(Charmaz  & Thornberg,  2021).  In  addition,  it  allows  for  an  appraisal  of  the  literature  and  the

crystallisation of a research question from the literature before research commences, in contrast to

some more restrictive approaches to grounded theory (Corbin & Strauss, 2015).

In the context of this study, when trying to understand the rationale behind SCA in the contemporary

business  environment,  the  insights  of  those  who  actively  play  a  role  in  strategy  formulation  in

businesses, as well as the insights of those who shape management education at higher education

institutions, were essential to reach meaningful conclusions. Using purposive sampling, these insights

were obtained by means of semi-structured interviews (Reissner & Whittle, 2022) with 18 senior level

managers and nine senior academics, thus a total of 27 research respondents. Each of the 27 research

respondents have more than 10 years’ work experience in their respective industries. In line with the



grounded  theory  as  a  design  choice,  data  were  collected  using  theoretical  sampling.  Theoretical

sampling continuously adds to the sample based on core themes emerging until theoretical saturation

is reached (Chun Tie, Birks & Francis 2019).  Although data saturation was reached before the 27 th

interview, it was decided to interview all 27 research respondents, who had agreed to participate, to

boost its credibility and the findings on which it was predicated.  Analysis of the data was conducted

using a  coding framework designed by Charmaz (2014).  This coding framework consists  of  two

phases,  namely  initial and  focussed coding,  which culminates  in  the  development of  a  grounded

theory. The quality criteria applied for the research was as per the constructionist grounded theory

(Charmaz & Thornberg, 2021) and included criteria of trustworthiness, authenticity and  paradigmatic

quality.

4. Ethics
Full ethical clearance for the PhD study was obtained from the College of Business and Economics on

10 May 2021, with ethics clearance number: 21SOM25. Furthermore, informed, written consent was

obtained from each research participant involved in the study. Evidence of this is available on request

from the first author. Since humans were involved in this study, all procedures performed during the

data collection phase of the study were in line with the ethical standards of the College of Business

and Economics Research Ethics Committee at the University of Johannesburg, and with the 1964

Helsinki Declaration and its later amendments, or comparable ethical standards.

. 

5. Results and Findings
The discussion starts with reasons for the continued use of SCA and delves deeper into some of the

more pronounced reasons.  Participants’  reasons for the continued use of SCA were grouped into

twelve  codes.  Upon  further  analysis  relational  connections  were  deduced  among  these  codes  as

indicated in Figure 3 below, starting with capitalist thought which influences creators (suppliers) of

management thought. These suppliers develop either fads and fashions or evidentiary research. Fads

and fashions in management, as mentioned previously, are concepts that are transitional at most and

have no base in concrete evidence (Goldman et al., 2015). These fads and fashions and evidentiary

research  are  translated  into  tools,  frameworks  and/or  theories  that  are  used  by  businesses  and

maintained through an engrained model, managerialism, risk aversion or through a possible confusion

with  the  latest  ESG  (environmental,  social,  governance)  trend  to  identify  risk  and  growth

opportunities. 



Figure 3: Relationships of key findings for the rationale behind pursuing a SCA
Source: Researcher’s analysis from participant interviews.

These reasons for SCA and the relationships are further discussed in the subsequent sections.

5.1. Capitalist thought influence on SCA continued use
Capitalist thought has influenced the continued use of SCA:

 …[SCA]  has  been  an  important  concept  in  capitalist  thought  for  a  long  time…Management

thinking  for  all  intents  and  purposes  is  capitalist  thought.   And  any  ideology  likes  to  create

mechanisms and ideas that perpetuate it. This idea of sustainable competitive advantage, which was

popularised by Porter in the mid 80s,  is an important  concept to the extent  that it  helps in the

perpetuation of our capitalist ideology and to keep it in place. (Participant 27)  

With this quote Participant 27 describes the inception point for the reasons why SCA is being pursued

by business, in which competition is one of the pillars of capitalism with the main objective to make a

profit  (Jahan  &  Mahmud,  2017).  This  capitalist  thought  directly  influences  the  creators  of

management thought and is seen by participants as another reason for SCA being pursued. 

5.2. Creators of management thought supporting SCA
Four groups of creators of management thought who perpetuate SCA as a concept were identified:

analysts, consultants, publishing houses and business schools. Participants identified  analysts as a

strong pressure point for the use of the SCA concept in public/listed businesses: 

Analysts want to see your business through a five-year lens, they want to see sustainable growth…

Their thinking is, when I give you my money, I need certainty that it will come back. I think



analysts are trying to take that apart to see whether for the next five years, we are a good bet.

(Participant 13) 

There  was  a  steady  increase  in  the  influence  of  consulting houses on  management  thinking

(Lamberg,  Ojala,  & Gustafsson,  2020)  and  this  fact  has  been  mentioned  by  participants  as  one

possible reason for the use of SCA as a concept as per Figure 4 below.

Figure 4: Consultants as reason for SCA use
Source: Participants’ quotes from interviews.

The third creator of management thinking that perpetuates the use of SCA as a “safe concept” is

publishing houses referred to by Participant 27: “Walk into Exclusive Books and look at the business

book sections, it’s [SCA] a considerable shelf space in that shop. It keeps that industry thriving.”

The last group of creators of management thinking that support SCA is  business schools that still

teach the importance of SCA without questioning its contemporary relevance. It is notable that many

of the participants who are currently in senior management positions received their own business

training during the period of increased use of SCA as a core management concept and primarily in

these classical approaches: 

We use those old tools because we're all in Business School 20-30 years ago. We don't know any

better, quite frankly. And we don't really learn much from the odd speaker who comes in to talk to

us and motivate us occasionally, or a short little program. (Participant 7)  

This view is further amplified by Participant 21: “I think for most, it’s probable what we were taught

in business schools.” Participant 21 elaborates further that there is a need for management training to

be more Africanised in an answer to the call for decolonisation of the curriculum: 



… there needs to be a lot  more effort  done in terms of  contextualizing this  work,  especially

considering that so much of it has been developed in the Western world and it's not always as

applicable as one might think, in our context. (Participant 21)

After identifying business school training as a reason for SCA continued use, participants concluded

that  business  management  training  needs  to  be  recalibrated  to  address  the  demands  placed  on

management in the current business environment as articulated by Participant 08: “The management

courses that are available are traditional management courses, where they teach you about leadership,

accounting operations, etc. They are not yet for the digital world.” 

Participants suggested enhancements to the current business management training, with the majority

stressing the need for  balance between real  world and academic teaching,  in which academic

teaching needs to be translated into what it means for business otherwise it loses its value:

People are adequately equipped from a theoretical point of view, but there is a lack of translating

the theory into a reality, where you can connect it with your own role and your own industry, and

businesses…very few people have the ability to translate that to what does that now mean for me,

in this market, in my role, in this business… and then the value is diminished. (Participant 11)  

The need for this recalibration between management training and business was observed in equal

measures by industry and academic participants. This alignment bodes well for future relevance of

business management training if this recalibration can be implemented.

5.3. Fads & Fashions and evidentiary research 
The  creators/suppliers  of  management  thought  develop  either  fads  and  fashions  or  evidentiary

research.  As  previously  mentioned,  fads  and  fashions in  management  are  concepts  that  are

transitional at most and have no base in concrete evidence (Goldman  et al., 2015). They are false

positives that arose from groupthink fuelled by highlighting their  significance to the exclusion of

alternatives and they can lead to futile investments (Fox, 2015). Participants acknowledgement of the

existence of these fads and fashions, as well as the danger thereof as per Participant 09: “Very often,

you jump into something new so quickly, with a team that might just have just reached the point

where they understand the new system, the new technology, and then you want to change it again”. In

contrast with fads and fashions evidentiary research are published by scientific communities that can

stand the test of time as long as the underlying assumptions stay relevant (Alajoutsijärvi, Juusola &

Siltaoja, 2015). Scientific communities have shared and recognised competence in a particular field,

such as business management (Lamberg et al., 2022).  Many of the participants indicated that they are

still  using  the  tools  and  frameworks  developed  by  these  scientific  communities  build  on  the



assumptions of stability, imperfect imitability and imperfect mobility which forms the foundation for

SCA which is considered in the following section.

 

5.4. Tools, frameworks, and theories in support of SCA
Most strategic approaches since the early 1980s were developed with the core goal of obtaining a

SCA based on the economic tradition of the theory of the business as discussed above. Participants

were requested to share the current tools and frameworks they use to teach, develop and implement

strategy in order to establish if the embedded tools and frameworks contribute to the continued use of

SCA. Most  of  the  participants  mentioned the continued use of  classical  tools  and approaches as

depicted  on  the  right  axis  in  the  Sankey  chart  (Figure  5)  below.  Specific  classical  approaches,

capability models Porter’s Five Forces, the Capabilities Model, and SWOT analysis received the most

mentions as seen by the width the data points flowing from the participants axis.

Figure 5: Current strategic tools and frameworks to support SCA
Source: Researcher’s analysis from participants’ interviews and current frameworks codes.

It  was  noted  that  some  businesses  are  moving  towards  alternatives  to  classical  approaches  in

acknowledgment of the temporary nature of CA and specifically strategic agility was mentioned by

Participant 16: “We started with the SAFe, scaled agile framework rollout. …started training from the

bottom up, people learn basic agile practices and what's your responsibilities.” 



5.5. SCA maintained through business culture and practices
SCA is maintained in the business through culture and practices even though it might not be that

relevant in the contemporary business environment. Participants offered three main reasons for this

practice: engrained models, the concept of managerialism and risk aversion. Established businesses

face considerable rigidity in their engrained models because of the underlying configuration of assets

that  support  these  models  (Chesbrough,  2010).  Continued  reconfiguration  of  assets,  people  and

capabilities is one of the core building blocks to stay relevant in the digitalised economy (McGrath,

2013),  but  businesses  have  invested  many resources  and careers  in  establishing  and maintaining

current business models, which were built on the goal of obtaining a SCA that makes it difficult to

change as stated by Participant 10: “An organisation with 50,000 people is going to take time, because

firstly, the concept that is articulated at the leadership level for it to percolate is going to take time,

and then it's only going to be absorbed.” This view is supported by other participants as depicted in

Figure 6 below:

Figure 6: Engrained models as reason for SCA use
Source: Participants’ quotes from interviews.

In addition to engrained models that are not easy to change, business culture supports the concept of

managerialism. As discussed during literature review above, managerialism is the systematically rise

of the management group, which deprives owners and employees of their decision-making power and

justifies this behaviour on the grounds of their education and ability to efficiently manage the business

(Shatil,  2020).  According  to  Eagleton-Pierce  and  Knafo  (2020),  managerialism  leads  to  the

acceptance of its ideas without explanation and interrogation because it is seen as “common sense”.

which is supported by participants as expressed through the quote by Participant 09:  “…we've all

been conditioned to adapt the sustainable competitive advantage model. That's what this is all about.

We must be better than our competitors. We must outlast our competitors.” Participants identified

managerialism as a reason for the continued use of SCA in business:

 



It's tough because you do naturally look for people that "fit the current culture". Most dynamic

organisations today have realized that if you're going to attract the people of the future, you must

think differently, and you can't hire a clone of yourself anymore. And it's hard. (Participant 01)

Risk aversion, especially in the context of not upsetting shareholders who have become accustomed

to demanding a SCA that will guarantee their investments is offered as a third cause of maintaining

the applicability of SCA as a concept in business. This is illustrated by Participant 21: “Outside it

[SCA] will be seen as an element that reduces risk and internally it will be perceived as something

that should be protected and invested in because it's sustaining the company… So, I think from a pure

shareholder perspective, it's probably good for shareholding.” 

Participant  26 contemplated  that  maybe the  reason for  SCA being  used  is  because it  is  actually

confused with the new trend (possible fashion & fad) of ESG:  “The other reason why I think we

still use it is a misinterpretation. I wonder if the word “sustainable” in front of competitive advantage

nowadays might be understood as BEE, social-economic and environmental aspects in your business

to achieve competitive advantage”.

5.6. Critical management studies lens
The reasons for business still pursuing SCA, despite the challenge to its relevance in contemporary

strategic management, can also be explored through the four approaches advanced by Phillips and Dar

(2009)  to  critique  businesses’’  insistence  on  pursuing  SCA:  strategy  as  ideology,  strategy  as

discourse, strategy as political economy and strategy as practice.  

5.6.1. Strategy as ideology
Ideology in management and strategy is an imprecise term with multiple interpretations, but for this

research study Shrivastava’s (1986) description is applied – “aspects of idea systems that obscure

interests served by ideas and facilitate the establishment and maintenance of domination”. He adopted

the five criteria from Giddens (1979) to determine if a body of content constitutes an ideology: 

 Factual underdetermination of action norms refers to standard models that cannot be factually

tested as they incorporate subjective values from management. SCA as a concept is difficult

to operationalise and test because of the inability to create measurement scales. Managers are

unable to define SCA objectively (Botes & Pretorius, 2020; Sigalas, 2015) but continue to

describe and use it as a core tenant of strategic management.

 Universalising  sectional  interests describes  how  other  stakeholders’  values,  beliefs  and

interests  are subjugated to that of  top management.  Sison (2018) points out that decision



making is centred in top management using prescribed methods with little input from other

stakeholders.  Decisions  regarding  the  nature  of  SCA,  how it  will  be  deployed and what

resources  will  be  allocated  to  the  achievement  thereof,  are  made  by  management  with

minimal input from other stakeholders. 

 Denial  of  contradictions  and  conflict  reflects  on  the  attempts  of  business  to  portray

themselves as stable, reliable and without contradictions or conflicts.  SCA is offered as a

proxy for this stability upon which shareholders and markets in particular can rely, despite all

indications that in the current volatile environment CA, at most, is merely transient (McGrath,

2013).

 Normative idealisation of goals occurs when the moral and social legitimacy of such goals are

not questioned (Shrivastava, 1986). With reference to how SCA is defined, no cognisance was

taken  of  the  impact  and  consequences  of  SCA.  This  normative  idealisation  of  goals  of

especially  profitability,  has  played itself  out  in  immoral  undertakings  such  as  the  Enron

scandal, the 2008 financial crisis, the environmental disaster in the Gulf of Mexico created by

BP,  the  Volkswagen  (VW)  emissions  scandal  and  Facebook  allowing  Global  Science

Research to harvest data from millions of its users without their explicit consent, to name a

few. 

 Naturalisation  of  the  status  quo  happens  when change  is  resisted  to  maintain  dominant

structures and orders. When SCA still relies on its assumption of stability it ignores rapid

changes,  hypercompetition  and  high-velocity  markets.  By  ignoring  or  downplaying  these

changes the current managerial status quo is maintained.

The above mapping SCA against the five criteria reveals that it fits the application to determine its

ideological nature and, therefore, strategy as ideology can be seen as one of the reasons why SCA still

is being pursued by business despite its diminished relevance.

 

5.6.2. Strategy as discourse
Knights and Morgan (1991) contend that as a result of strategy becoming a dominant discourse, new

social relationships were established with certain power effects as described below:

 Provides managers with the vocabulary to explain their successes and failures and empowers

them to rationalise the latter.

 Sustains manager privileges because it supplies the methods and techniques which are used to

embellish  managers’  contributions  and  importance  and,  therefore,  the  justification  of

hierarchy and income inequalities.



 Contributes to the feeling of security in an otherwise precarious market by the perception of

making a difference through strategy and action plans.

 Reflects  and  protects  a  strong masculine conception  of  power  with  emphasis  on control,

dominance and aggression.

 Demonstrates how the business is in control through competent strategic managers to appease

shareholders, markets and other stakeholders.

 Facilitates and legitimises the exercising of power by these strategic managers who can claim

a central role in the business.

 Claims  that  organisational  challenges  can  only  be  solved  by  personnel  with  exclusive

expertise. 

The above highlighting of tenets of strategy as discourse provides some evidence as to why SCA still

persists as a key concept in strategy. It provides the vocabulary to explain the success and failure of

managers and demonstrates to shareholders and markets how the business is ‘in control’ because it

has a SCA. Managers have been trained in the SCA concept and, therefore, those concerned with

devising  and  implementing  organisational  strategies,  can  claim  exclusive  expertise  to  solve  the

challenges facing the business. It is noted that the managerial ranks still comprise primarily males and

that SCA observes the strong patriarchal conception of power, dominance and control with which

masculinity is associated. To suggest other more “feminine” concepts of organisational success, such

as  relevance  and relationships,  discussed  in  pervious  sections  of  this  study,  might  challenge  the

current SCA strategy discourse.   

5.6.3. Strategy as political economy
The inquiry into the applicability of strategy as political economy as a reason for the continued use of

SCA relies on the seminal work of Levy, Alvesson and Willmott (2003) on the critical approaches to

strategic management. Levy et al. (2003) assert that there is no division between market (economic)

and political strategy because markets are embedded in political and social structures. These authors

use  Porter’s  (1985)  introduction  of  CA into  strategy  to  illustrate  this  concept  as  the  result  of  a

successful strategy that bestows economic power on the business. This economic power cannot be

divorced from the  political  conflicts  that  shape  the structure  of  competition.  Strategy legitimises

managers’ practices when they aim for economic power using concepts such as CA and SCA. The

conclusion, therefore, is that  strategy as political economy may contribute to the persistent use of

SCA in businesses.



5.6.4. Strategy as practice
Strategy  as  practice focuses  on  how strategy  is  socially  and  procedurally  performed  daily  with

specific reference to strategy planning, development and implementation (Asmuß, 2018). Six clusters

of strategy-as-practice were identified by Kohtamäki et al. (2021): 

 Praxis refers  to  the  “doing” of  strategic  activities  and  Whittington (2006)  refers  here  to

episodes such as board meetings, briefings from strategy practitioners including consultants,

management retreats and projects. 

 Sensemaking involves  subjective interpretation of  a  changing situation and deploys both

rational-thinking  and  emotional-feeling  to  make  sense  of  ambiguity  (Weick,  2005).

Sensemaking is not concerned with accuracy but rather with creating a plausible story that

withstands criticism. 

 Discursive acts are concerned with language, written and spoken, which bestow authority and

power onto the users thereof through the manner in which they use language. It is postulated

that the use of “jargon” is another way to create power relationships. 

 Socio-material recognises the relationships between material and social activity. Strategy-

making material includes tools (ways to analysis and make decisions), objects and artifacts

(such  as  Lego,  cardboard  cut-outs,  posters),  technologies,  build  spaces  (including  board

rooms,  meeting  rooms)  and  human  bodies  (orientation  towards  space  and  other  bodies)

(Dameron, Lê, LeBron, 2015). The use of socio-material has an impact on the design and

implementation of strategy. 

 Institutional refers to how wider organisational fields forces businesses to conform to set

standards and norms to obtain social legitimacy. The case of corporate social responsibility

(CSR) agencies is highlighted by Elbasha and Avetisyan (2018) as such an example. It is

proposed  that  the  same  practices  are  now  seen  with  ESG  (environmental,  social  and

governance) agencies. 

 Lastly, strategy is  formally defined through  processes including planning, implementation

and change (Jarzabkowski, Kavas & Krull, 2021). 

Strategy as practice seems to give legitimacy to the continued use of SCA in that it is being discussed

at  board  meetings  and it  takes  central  stage  during  executive  strategic  breakaways  (praxis).  The

ambiguity of the definition of SCA lends itself to ‘sensemaking’. In addition, discursive practices give

authority to the SCA concept through presentations to the market, board and financiers during which a

business’s success is connected to its SCA.  



The conclusion drawn from the above descriptions, therefore, is that strategy as ideology, discourse,

political economy and/or practice are all  possible reasons why SCA is still being pursued despite

strong indications that it is mostly irrelevant in the 4IR world. 

6. Managerial Implications
Although SCA is challenged in a contemporary and 4IR business world it is still very much part of the

board and executive agendas. The analysis of the rationale for such attachment showed a systemic

manifestation, starting with capitalist thought, in which competition is one of the pillars of capitalism

with  the  main  objective  to  make  a  profit.  This  capitalist  thought  directly  influences  the

creators/suppliers  of  management  thought.  Four  groups  of  creators  of  management  thought  who

perpetuate SCA as a concept were identified: analysts, consultants, publishing houses and business

schools. Business school training is a starting point for dismantling the systemic manifestation of the

continued use  of  SCA,  by  recalibrating  management  training  to  address  the  demands  placed  on

management in the current business environment. Specifically, a more balanced approach should be

taken between academia (theory) and business environment (practice). In addition, focus should be

given to the moral underpinnings of business management and not only to the profit motive to the

exclusion of everything else. This holistic approach to training will tamper the influence of the profit

motive of capitalism. Lastly management training could consider including alternative approaches

such as more ‘African Management’ (Seny Kan  et al., 2022) to balance out the Global North and

West influences. Management training should be supported by the ‘re-education’ of the market, which

must be driven by the board and executive team of a business. Shareholders and analysts must be

educated  about  the  unrealistic  expectation  of  a  SCA in  a  complex  environment.  Alternative  and

supplementary measures of success (in contrast to the singular profit motive underlying SCA) must be

articulated constantly to shareholders and the market.  These measures can include value creation,

relevance, creating positive impact and contributing to the common good. The underlying principle to

all the proposed alternatives is equitable profits, which means that profits are a means to an end and

not the end itself. 

The  creators/suppliers  of  management  thought  develop  either  fads  and  fashions  or  evidentiary

research.  Fads  and fashions,  as  concepts  of  transitional  nature  with  little  to  no  base  in  concrete

evidence, must be avoided while evidentiary research which are published by scientific communities

and  can  stand  the  test  of  time  should  be  embraced.  Many  businesses  have  spent  millions

implementing the latest trend (fad and fashion) to only find that it  has created no or little value.

Management must be more circumspect  when buying into the latest “best seller” management book

or tool. This means critical thinking combined with complexity management become important skills

to  cultivate  in  managers  to  ask  the  right  questions  and apply  the  correct  tools,  frameworks  and



theories, especially with the advancement of artificial intelligence (AI). The distinguishing factor for

managers will  be to think critically about the continued evolving definition of the success of the

business  and not  rely  on  obsolete  notions  of  a  SCA.   The  consequences  of  the  lack  of  critical

management  thinking are  that  SCA will  continue  to  be  used  as  a  proxy  for  success  despite  its

diminished relevance because it  has become an ideology, is part of a dominant discourse, creates

political  economy and is  engrained in  practices  (Phillips  & Dar,  2009)   as  evidenced in   Error:

Reference source not found below.  

Table 2: Reasons for continued use of SCA explored through CMS approach

Approach How is it supporting the use of SCA? Sample supporting quotes from Participants

Strategy as 
ideology

SCA obeys the five criteria for an 
ideology: 

 Difficult to be tested – accepted as 
truth. 

 Decisions about SCA is centred in 
top management. 

 Offered as a proxy for stability 
despite all indications that it is not 
relevant in a volatile changing 
world. 

 Normative idealisation of outcome 
of SCA especially profitability – 
which has led to various scandals. 

 Change is resisted to maintain 
dominant structures and orders in 
line with managerialism.

“This idea of sustainable competitive 
advantage, which was popularized by Porter
in the mid 80s, is an important concept to 
the extent that it helps in the perpetuation of 
our capitalist ideology and to keep it in 
place.” (Participant 27)

“Outside it will be seen as an element that 
reduces risk and internally it will be 
perceived as something that should be 
protected and invested in because it's 
sustaining the company.” (Participant 21) 

“… we must accept that it's not easy to 
change organizations.” (Participant 06)

Strategy as 
Discourse

SCA adheres to certain power effects: 

 Provides the vocabulary to 
demonstrates to shareholders and 
markets how the business is in 
control because it has a SCA.   

 Managers have been trained in the 
concept and therefore those 
(strategic) managers can claim 
exclusive expertise to solve the 
challenges of the business. 

 SCA observe the strong masculine 
conception of power, dominance, 
and control with which management 
is still associated.   

“Analysts want to see your business through 
a five-year lens, they want to see sustainable
growth… Their thinking is, when I give you 
my money, I need certainty that it will come 
back. I think analysts are trying to take that 
apart to see whether for the next five years, 
we are a good bet.” (Participant 13)

“…we've all been conditioned to adapt the 
sustainable competitive advantage model. 
That's what this is all about. We must be 
better than our competitors. We must outlast
our competitors.” (Participant 09) 

“…you need to have very inclusive and open
debates internally. It too often happens that 
the people that represent the edges in the 
business will not talk if that environment 
isn't conducive.” (Participant 18)



Approach How is it supporting the use of SCA? Sample supporting quotes from Participants

“… It's tough because you do naturally look 
for people that "fit the current culture". Most
dynamic organizations today have realized 
that if you're going to attract the people of 
the future, you must think differently, and 
you can't hire a clone of yourself anymore. 
And it's hard.” (Participant 01).

Strategy as 
Political 
Economy

SCA is inherently about obtaining 
economic power – which is impossible to
divorce from political power.

“The very first thing is that the company's 
got to make a profit…I know, we speak 
about the environment, emissions, the 
ecosystem, and everything else but you’ve 
got to make money.” (Participant 14). 

“If they are a global player, there's no way 
you can be competitive if you have no strong
government behind you. Your 
competitiveness is successful, where the 
environmental context is also very positive 
for your business. In other words, if your 
government supports you, you're highly 
likely to run a long sustainable business in 
the global space.” (Participant 04).

“…if your policy makers are in support of 
your business, then it's good for you.” 
(Participant 25).

Strategy as 
Practice

SCA is embedded in strategy practices: 

 Discuss at board meetings and it 
takes central stage during executive 
strategic breakaways (praxis). 

 Discursive practices give authority 
to the SCA concept through 
presentations to the market, board, 
and financiers during which a 
business’s success is connected to its
SCA.

“So, they [universities] have for example, a 
strategy session with a CEO or a strategy 
consultant from an organization coming in 
and explaining what they are doing within 
their business, what is working and what 
isn't working.” (Participant 20).

“Every time when we have investor analyst 
engagements, a lot of the discussion centres 
around, "why do you think you have a right 
to win?", which is just different speak for 
competitive advantage." (Participant 11).

Source: Author’s analysis from literature review using the CMS approaches by Phillips and Dar (2009)

7. Limitations and Future Research 
Abundant data from the interviews provided richness to the findings and significance to the research.

However,  there  were  limitations  that  are  related  to  this  exploratory  and  qualitative  study.  The

limitations  provide  an  opportunity  to  expound  on  possible  areas  for  future  research.  Purposive



sampling was used and although efforts were made to include more diverse backgrounds (gender

orientation,  ethnicity,  geographic  location)  the  majority  of  the  participants  reflect  the  current

management structures in business dominated by males. Although data saturation was reached after

27 interviews in accordance with the grounded theory design, a larger group of participants may be

needed to validate  the  findings.  The study was conducted in  one of the most  extreme disruptive

changes our generation has ever experienced, being the COVID-19 pandemic. The results might have

been influenced by participants’ real confrontation with possible death. This fact might make one

more reflective in terms of what is important. With the subsiding of this real threat, results may be

different if the same or a similar study is conducted, thus, an environmental comparative study might

be an avenue for future research. 

8. Conclusion 
The  main  aim  of  the  paper  was  to  establish  the  rationale  for  the  continued  use  of  sustainable

competitive advantage (SCA) in contemporary management. By understanding the systemic interplay

of the rationale for the continued use of SCA, managers can critically evaluate the relevance of SCA

in  their  business  environment  and  determine  overall  coherence  of  the  concept  by  identifying

weaknesses  or  areas  for  improvement.  It  allows managers  to  identify alternatives  to  SCA as the

definition of success and open up possibilities for collaboration in contrast with pure competitiveness.
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