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life cycles. Firms that manufacture and sell these products strive for superior innovation as their core 
competency.

Similarly, products that are in the mature stages of their life cycles require different core compe-
tencies. Mature products are typically not prone to rapid obsolescence, so an emphasis on innovation 
may not be necessary for firms producing such products. Nevertheless, a firm can still improve the 
profitability of these products. Such a firm might streamline its processes to make the delivery of the 
products more efficient. We will discuss the relationship between products and processes in much 
greater detail in Chapter 7.

CUSTOMERS
Customers are the people and groups that consume a firm’s products or services. The ultimate aim 
of operations and supply chain strategies is to produce and deliver those products or services that 
not only satisfy but also delight customers, the people and groups who consume a firm’s products 
or services. Although you are the end-consumer of the product or service delivered by a firm, each 
downstream partner of that firm in the supply chain is also a customer. For example, you may be the 
end-user of the Crest toothpaste produced by P&G (Procter & Gamble Co., Cincinnati, OH) but a 
retail store such as Wal-Mart is also an intermediate customer. Therefore, P&G has the responsibility 
of meeting not only your expectations but also those of Wal-Mart. Nevertheless, a firm must ulti-
mately identify its critical customers—those that have the greatest impact on its success, perhaps even 
survival—and address the needs of those customers first.

CRITICAL SUCCESS FACTORS
Every industry has some unique strategic factors, such as resources or capabilities, which affect a com-
pany’s ability to successfully compete. These elements are called critical success factors (CSFs). CSFs 
vary from company to company. Each firm should determine its CSFs based on what’s important to 
the customers in the target market. The fundamental question the firm must answer is as follows: If 
your competitors are also offering the same or similar products or services, how will you distinguish 
yourself from the rest of the competition so that the potential customers will choose your product 
instead of your competitors? Then you have to decide what CSFs you need to achieve a sustainable 
competitive advantage. That is, how will you prevent your competitors from copying what’s special 
about your product?

CSFs can originate from superior technology, operations and processes, logistics and distribution 
capabilities, marketing channels, information processing ability, or the skills of employees. A firm 
might derive a sustainable competitive advantage from its superior ability to design and introduce 
new products quickly, service a wide range of products, provide customized products or services on 
demand, or deliver products quickly.7
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FIGURE 2.3: Four Elements of an Operations Strategy


