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  Strategy for Entrepreneurs 

Note: The thirteen chapters of Business Warrior follow the original 
thirteen chapters of Sun Tzu’s The Art of War. After a one-page intro-
duction, each chapter has our award-winning translation of The Art of 
War on the left-hand pages and our adaptation for the business war-
rior on the facing right-hand pages. Chapter titles combine Sun Tzu’s 
original chapter name with the topic on which we focus our applica-
tion of his ideas. 
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To be successful as an entrepreneur, you need to understand that 
business is a continuous battle for survival. If you don’t think like a 
business warrior, you will have a very short life as an entrepreneur. 
Eighty percent of small businesses go out of business within their 
first two years. Most successful entrepreneurs learn the rules of 
strategy from the painful and costly lessons of trial and error. 

This book offers a simpler and more rewarding approach: learn-
ing how to apply the principles of strategy to business competi-
tion. It uses the world’s most respected guide to strategy, Sun Tzu’s 
The Art of War, as a template for explaining how you survive and 
prosper from the battles of the marketplace. In reading it, you will 
discover that most of your competitors do not understand what 
strategy is or how to use it. One of the reasons the rules of strategy 
work so well is that so few people know how to use them correctly. 

How does The Art of War apply to successfully starting, running, 
and growing your own business? The Chinese title of this work, 
Bing-fa, means literally “competitive skills." Unlike other works on 
military strategy, Sun Tzu designed his book to explain the secrets 
of competition in the broadest terms possible. The only differences 
between competition in the marketplace and military warfare are 
the types of tools used and the nature of the battleground. The 
only weapon that this book teaches you to use is the most power-
ful competitive weapon of all—the human mind. 

Sun Tzu’s Bing-fa teaches you to use your unique position in the 

Business as  a  War for  Survival
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competitive environment to discover opportunities while turn-
ing your opponents’ apparent strengths against them. This is the 
essence of being a successful entrepreneur. The Art of War offers a 
powerful, nonintuitive system for decision-making. It solidifies 
your vague idea of a strategy into a clear, well-defined set of rules. 
Bing-fa teaches that only a few key factors influence the outcome of 
your efforts. Success goes not to the strongest or most aggressive 
but to those who best understand their situation and what their 
alternatives really are. When you have mastered Sun Tzu’s system, 
you will be able to instantly analyze competitive situations, spot 
opportunities, and make the best decisions for your business. 

In our adaptation for the business warrior, the basics of bing-fa 
are tailored to help you in the struggle to survive while competing 
against much larger competitors. As in all our Art of War books, 
we present our entrepreneurial interpretation side by side with 
our complete award-winning translation of the original Art of 
War. While Business Warrior applies Sun Tzu’s ideas in ways that he 
would never have foreseen, it does so respecting the integrity of the 
entire system of strategy that reaches back almost 2,500 years. The 
Science of Strategy Institute has spent literally decades perfecting 
this material. 

Sun Tzu’s principles are simple and direct. The underlying 
concepts that these principles are built on, however, are rich and 
complex. This book is meant only to give you a feeling for how 
those principles are used by entrepreneurs. One of our goals for 
this book is to get you interested enough in these ideas to want to 
master them, and the Institute offers the best such training in the 
world. 

People mistakenly see war and, more generally, competition as 
an adversarial, destructive process, but Sun Tzu saw it as a neces-
sary component of a productive world. Familiar with the poten-
tially destructive nature of war, he teaches you how to minimize 
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the costs of competition through good strategy. From good 
strategy, you learn how to discover new market possibilities, how 
to work with and sell to customers, and how to be successful with 
minimal risk. 

In developing this special version for entrepreneurs, we are 
faithful in adapting the concepts of strategy from the military 
arena to the business world. We simply define the competitive 
marketplace as a battleground for sales and customers. The mil-
itary generals addressed by Sun Tzu become today’s business war-
riors. The nation for whom the army fights becomes the business 
that you are trying to help survive. The contested terrain translates 
into the particular marketplace that you serve. 

What makes this interpretation so natural is Sun Tzu’s eco-
nomic view of competition. In the second chapter of The Art of 
War, Going to War, Sun Tzu reflects on the costly nature of 
war. The secret to competition, he concludes, is not just winning 
battles; it is winning in a way that enriches the nation. The secret 
is not victory alone; it is making victory profitable. The concept of 
balancing unpredictable costs against elusive rewards is the basis 
of all strategy. 

This economic view of strategy maps extremely well onto any 
serious approach to building a business. Your goal in having your 
own business is not just winning sales, getting work to do, or 
outshining your competition; rather, it is making a profit in a way 
that grows your business over the long term. Any business can do 
well for a day or a year. The real challenge is leveraging each step 
forward so that your business has even greater opportunities in the 
future. 

Though The Art of War shows you how to find success in 
competitive situations, Sun Tzu’s recipe for success is to avoid 
unnecessary conflict. He sees such conflict as inherently costly. He 
teaches you how to handle direct, hostile confrontations when 
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they cannot be avoided, but good strategy defuses these situations 
before they occur. 

Strategy is largely an exercise in group psychology: you must 
convince customers, potential customers, employees, and competi-
tors to give you what you want without a fight. You must convince 
potential opponents and rivals that it is not worth their time and 
effort to go after your customers. Sun Tzu taught the persuasion 
power of strategy as an alternative to destructive confrontations in 
competitive situations such as price wars. 

In building your business, your first goal is to survive, but your 
larger purpose should to create a business that can survive easily, 
without you working twenty-four hours a day to make ends meet. 
As an entrepreneur, your only resource is your time. That time is 
limited. Good strategy teaches you how to use your limited time as 
effectively as possible to create a self-sustaining organization. The 
goal is to win business easily, at a profit, and with minimal risk. 

The first step in building a self-sustaining business is under-
standing your strengths and weaknesses compared to those of 
your competitors. You only want to go after customers who you 
are likely to win. You also want to be certain that winning those 
customers is well worth the cost. 

The lessons of strategy are extremely specific about what to do 
in certain situations. You must pay close attention to the details 
of your business situation. You must recognize different business 
stages, different types of opponents, different decision-making 
mistakes, different competitive signals, and so on. When adapted 
for business warriors, these detailed lists from the ancient rules of 
strategy are surprisingly complete. 

Good strategy offers a “cooperative” view of competition. 
According the rules of strategy, you cannot win through your own 
efforts alone. You don’t create your business opportunities. You 
can only leverage opportunities created by the weaknesses of your 
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opponents. The secret is recognizing a good opportunity when 
it presents itself. Strategy teaches that it is easy to get so bogged 
down in relatively unrewarding business activities that you over-
look the real keys to your eventual success. You must learn how to 
let the needs of customers shape your business if you want to have 
a successful career as a business creator. 

Strategy is knowledge-intensive. The knowledge of how to 
perform a certain task is not enough. Victory goes to the business 
warrior who best understands his or her competitive position 
and how to advance that position. Creativity has a special and 
important place in this realm of competitive information. Business 
innovation and continual improvement flow naturally from apply-
ing the rules of strategy. 

 The universal utility of the principles of strategy means that 
you can apply them in different ways in different situations. For 
this reason, you should read and reread Business Warrior at least 
once a year even if you don’t go on to study strategy in more depth. 
With every reading, you will develop more insight into how you 
can apply good strategy to your current situation. As your situation 
changes, different parts of the book will become more important. 

This book introduces you to the science of strategy and how 
it applies to business competition. It will give you a sense of how 
strategy works and how you can use it to make better decisions. 
However, it is certainly not our most extensive explanation of the 
rules of strategy or even the principles in The Art of War. It is meant 
only as an easy and rewarding introduction to these powerful 
principles. 
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Sun Tzu first described the key elements of strategy 2,500 years 
ago in The Art of War. In our basic translation, these five elements 
are called “philosophy,” “climate,” “ground,” the “commander,” and 

“methods.” In our business adaptation, we call them the mission, the 
business climate, the marketplace, leadership, and systems. Whatever 
terms we use, these five elements completely define a competitive 
position. All the other components of strategy—unity, strength, 
knowledge, battle, and so on—have very specific and logical rela-
tionships to these five elements of a strategic position. The depth 
and sophistication of this system is best understood if you spend a 
little time exploring these interrelationships before reading the text. 

Sun Tzu teaches that every competitive situation depends upon 

T h e  E l e m e n t s  o f  S t r a t e g y
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the unique position of a competitor within the larger competitive 
environment. The core of any strategic position is what Sun Tzu 
called a philosophy but what we also call a business mission. The 
other four key elements define two integrated systems. The first 
is the competitive environment. It consists of the climate and the 
ground, or, in business terms, the business climate and the market-
place. The second is the competitor, a commander and methods, or, 
leadership and the systems that make a business work. 

The focus on the competitive environment was a unique feature 
of Sun Tzu’s work, at least until Darwin. As with so many of Sun 
Tzu’s basic concepts, he describes the environment as two oppo-
site and yet complementary halves. These halves are the climate 
(heaven) and ground (earth). Together they mark the time and 
place in which competition occurs. 

Climate is the realm of time and change. Like the heavens, 
climate is beyond our direct control. The continuous change of the 
climate affects all other aspects of a strategic position. The fact 
that climate is always changing means that your strategic position 
is always changing as well. This means that no position is com-
pletely stable. If you don’t do anything to respond to these changes, 
you will become their victim instead of their master. This is why 
strategy teaches that you must always look for ways to advance your 
position because changes in climate are always eroding it. 

Ground is both where we fight and what we fight over. For a 
business warrior, the ground is the marketplace, the place in which 
the competitive battle for customers takes place. Unlike the busi-
ness climate, which is largely beyond your control, the most impor-
tant aspect of the marketplace is that you choose your place within 
it. Positioning, in a strategic sense, is the science of positioning 
yourself within the market. Choosing the right markets, moving to 
them, and utilizing them are the goals of your decision-making. 

Within this competitive environment, each competitor has 
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unique characteristics that also define his or her position. We 
break these characteristics down into two critical components, the 
competitor’s leadership skills and the competitor’s systems. The 
basic purpose of all strategy is to provide decision-making methods 
for leaders.

A leader is the person who makes the key decisions. All entre-
preneurs are, by definition, leaders. You must decide what needs 
to be done on the front lines of battle. Leadership is the realm of 
the individual and character. Successful organizations are not run 
by committees. They are run by strong individuals who can make 
good decisions. You must master the principles of strategy so that 
you can make the right decisions quickly. 

Methods or business systems are the techniques of organization. 
Business systems are, by definition, the realm of group action and 
interaction. Even if you are the only person in your organization, all 
of your systems for doing business are built around working with 
others. In larger organizations, you need more complicated systems 
to work with greater numbers of people. The decisions of leaders 
shape the business systems of organizations. 

This brings us back to the business mission or philosophy. 
Mission is the unique idea around which an organization is built. A 
clear, consistent philosophy provides a strategic position with unity 
and focus. The marketplace is infinite in its potential size. Climate 
swings between the extremes of change. Leaders come and go. 
Methods evolve. A core philosophy binds a competitive organiza-
tion together and defines its relationship with the outside world. 
A mission is a shared goal that binds together an organization’s 
employees, customers, and suppliers. 

These five core elements are the framework for understand-
ing all other strategic concepts and methods. You cannot apply 
any of the other principles of strategy unless you first understand 
your strategic position. Like a balance sheet, your strategic posi-
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tion provides you with a snapshot of a current condition. You must 
constantly compare your position with the positions of others. To 
use strategy, you must have a good understanding of your relative 
strengths and weaknesses compared to those of others. Without 
this checkpoint, you are unable to plot your strategic course for-
ward. In other words, you are unable to make consistent progress.

The goal of strategy is to advance your strategic position over 
time. Without an understanding of your position, you cannot even 
define what an “advance” really is. 

There are many “opportunities” for making money in the short 
term that can destroy your strategic position over the longer term. 
Opportunities must serve your mission to take you in the direction 
that you want to go. If opportunities run against the business cli-
mate, they are too short term. If opportunities take you away from 
your existing market, you will lose your current customer base. If 
opportunities are not suited to your individual character as a leader, 
they will not work out well over time. If they do not fit your existing 
systems, they will not end up being profitable. 

Real opportunities build on your existing position rather than 
working against it. You can build a very different position over time, 
but you must use whatever strategic assets you have as the starting 
place for building that position. 

The science of strategy teaches that four steps are absolutely 
necessary to advance your position over time. At the Science of 
Strategy Institute, we describe these steps as listen, aim, move, and 
claim because these terms are less ambiguous and more straight-
forward than the terms “knowing,” “foreseeing,” “moving,” and 

“positioning” that Sun Tzu uses in the The Art of War. 
Every type of advance in position can be broken down into 

these four components, but all the principles of strategy can also 
be classified as falling into one of these four skill areas. Each step 
defines entire categories of strategic knowledge. These four external 
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skills are also defined in terms of the four external key elements. 
The leadership skills are listening and aiming. Listening gathers 

information about the competitive ground, that is, the market-
place. Aiming makes decisions targeting an opening created by 
the changes in the climate. Listening requires intelligence. Aiming 
requires courage. 

The method or business system skills are moving and claiming. 
Moving acts to take advantage of a new opportunity. Claiming uses 
your new position to reap a reward. Moving requires speed. Claim-
ing must be consistent with your mission.

All four skills or steps are required to make any progress in 
advancing your position. No matter how much work you put into 
the other steps, you still need all four together. Otherwise, it is like 
building a bridge missing one of its spans. It doesn’t matter how 
well you complete the other spans—no traffic is getting over until 
all four are completed. People who listen but cannot make deci-
sions are just an audience. People who aim without moving are just 
dreamers. People who move without claiming are just dancers. 

These four skills create an endless cycle. Listening leads to 
aiming. Aiming necessitates moving. Moving requires claiming. 
Claiming triggers more listening. 

The leadership skills, listening and aiming, are intellectual skills, 
turning information into decisions. The systems skills, moving and 
claiming, are action skills, turning decisions into concrete changes. 
The cycle is an economic one; listening and moving are costs, and 
aiming and claiming are their rewards. 

In The Art of War, these four skills are frequently referenced 
through metaphors. Listening is symbolized as sound. Thunder, 
music, and drums are all metaphors for listening and the knowl-
edge that it brings. Aiming is described as vision. Colors, lightning, 
and so on are all metaphors for aiming. Moving is “foot work,” 
which in the military means marching. Marching is a concrete form 
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of changing positions. Claiming is variously described as gathering 
food, building, eating, digging, and so on. 

The five elements defining a strategic position are described 
in the first section of the first chapter. The balance of the work 
describes the many different aspects of using the four skills of 
listening, aiming, moving, and claiming. For example, the first 
chapter, Analysis, and the last, Using Spies, explain the key 
techniques for listening. Other chapters may focus primarily on one 
of the skills or describe the many important relationships between 
them. 

Sun Tzu organizes his work very much like a work of classical 
mathematics. He starts with the most basic principles, the five key 
elements, and then builds on those principles throughout the work. 
In the original Chinese, the work read much more like mathemati-
cal equations. Any English translation is by necessity a simplifica-
tion of these original Chinese formulas. 

In reading this work, you will get a strong sense for how strat-
egy works and some great ideas about how you can apply strategy 
to the business challenges that you face every day. At the Science of 
Strategy Institute, we offer a wealth of other books and products to 
help you understand both Sun Tzu’s text and the science of strategy 
in more depth. Business Warrior is just a great place for any entrepre-
neur to start mastering these techniques. 

This chapter began with a diagram of the five elements that 
define a strategic position and the four skills that advance a posi-
tion. Such diagrams were used in classical Chinese science and 
medicine to show the conceptual relationships among the key 
components of a system. This diagram now also serves as the logo 
for the Science of Strategy Institute. 


