
ANDREAS BUCHHOLZ, WOLFRAM WÖRDEMANN 
AND NED WILEY

TheImpossible
Advantage

WINNING THE COMPETITIVE GAME BY 
CHANGING THE RULES

A John Wiley & Sons, Ltd., Publication


petty
c1.jpg





The Impossible Advantage





ANDREAS BUCHHOLZ, WOLFRAM WÖRDEMANN 
AND NED WILEY

TheImpossible
Advantage

WINNING THE COMPETITIVE GAME BY 
CHANGING THE RULES

A John Wiley & Sons, Ltd., Publication



Copyright © 2009 John Wiley & Sons Ltd, The Atrium, Southern Gate, Chichester
 West Sussex PO19 8SQ, England

 Telephone (+44) 1243 779777

Email (for orders and customer service enquiries): cs-books@wiley.co.uk
Visit our Home Page on www.wiley.com

All Rights Reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted 
in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning or otherwise, except 
under the terms of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988 or under the terms of a licence issued by the 
Copyright Licensing Agency Ltd, Saffron House, 6 – 10 Kirby Street, London EC1N 8TS, UK, without the 
permission in writing of the Publisher. Requests to the Publisher should be addressed to the Permissions 
Department, John Wiley & Sons Ltd, The Atrium, Southern Gate, Chichester, West Sussex PO19 8SQ, 
England, or emailed to permreq@wiley.co.uk, or faxed to (+44) 1243 770620.

Based on a German work entitled Speilstrategien im Business: Die Regeln des Wettbewerbs verändern by 
Andreas Buchholz and Wolfram Wördemann, copyright © Campus Verlag 2008, published by Campus 
Verlag.

Designations used by companies to distinguish their products are often claimed as trademarks. All brand 
names and product names used in this book are trade names, service marks, trademarks or registered 
trademarks of their respective owners. The Publisher is not associated with any product or vendor mentioned 
in this book.

This publication is designed to provide accurate and authoritative information in regard to the subject matter 
covered. It is sold on the understanding that the Publisher is not engaged in rendering professional services. If 
professional advice or other expert assistance is required, the services of a competent professional should be 
sought.

Other Wiley Editorial Offi ces

John Wiley & Sons Inc., 111 River Street, Hoboken, NJ 07030, USA
Jossey-Bass, 989 Market Street, San Francisco, CA 94103-1741, USA
Wiley-VCH Verlag GmbH, Boschstr. 12, D-69469 Weinheim, Germany
John Wiley & Sons Australia Ltd, 42 McDougall Street, Milton, Queensland 4064, Australia
John Wiley & Sons (Asia) Pte Ltd, 2 Clementi Loop #02-01, Jin Xing Distripark, Singapore 129809
John Wiley & Sons Canada Ltd, 6045 Freemont Blvd. Mississauga, Ontario, L5R 4J3 Canada

Wiley also publishes its books in a variety of electronic formats. Some content that appears in print may not 
be available in electronic books.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

A catalogue record for this book is available from the Library of Congress

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

ISBN 978-0-470-71712-7

Typeset in 11/15 pt Times by SNP Best-set Typesetter Ltd., Hong Kong
Printed and bound in Great Britain by TJ International Ltd, Padstow, Cornwall, UK

This book is printed on acid-free paper responsibly manufactured from sustainable forestry in which at least 
two trees are planted for each one used for paper production.

www.wiley.com


Contents

About the Authors ix
Foreword xi

THE SURPRISING LIMITATION OF THE WORLD’S NUMBER 
ONE BUSINESS STRATEGY 1
Why There Are Limits to the Power of Positioning 1
The Rule Maker’s ‘Impossible’ Advantage 3
Game Changing Strategies Start Where Positioning Stops 4
Six Prejudices to Ignore 5

IT’S TIME TO THINK RADICALLY ABOUT GROWTH 7
Someone Committed to Breaking All the Rules 7
Games as a Strategic Model 14
Four Classical Game Strategies 22
Wanted: A ‘Highly Infectious’ Game Changing Idea 26
Our Plea for Free, Open and Radical Thinking 31

FIRST GAME STRATEGY: REDEFINING THE MEASURES 
OF PERFORMANCE 35
Infl uence the Criteria of the ‘Customer Jury’ 38
How to Make Stronger Opponents Play Your Game 42
Attack on an ‘Invincible’ Market Leader 48
Surprising Escape from a Price War 53
How Global Power Players Rule the Game 59
The Essentials in Overview 63



vi   C O N T E N T S 

SECOND GAME STRATEGY: RESHAPING THE 
MARKET LANDSCAPE 67
How Market Structures ‘Regulate’ the Competitive Game 68
Balancing Act Between Flop and Global Success 71
Outfoxing a Negative Trend in the Market 77
How to Conquer ‘Impossible’ Market Potential 82
The Law of the Self-Fulfi lling Prophecy 89
Change the World with a Radical Idea 93
The Essentials in Overview 98

THIRD GAME STRATEGY: RESTAGING THE 
COMPETITIVE CONFRONTATION 101
What are ‘Game Patterns’ and How Can You Use Them? 103
‘Staging’ the Competitive Confrontation – 

Hollywood-Style 108
Lessons Learned from Political Campaigns 115
Breaking Free from a Negative Role Pattern 119
Moving out of the Shadows into the Limelight 125
Turning the Tide of an Almost-Lost Battle 133
The Essentials in Overview 136

FOURTH GAME STRATEGY: TAKING THE GAME TO THE 
NEXT LEVEL 139
Taking the Game to the Next Level  .  .  .  What Does 
That Mean? 143
Old ‘Top Dogs’ Can Become Terribly Short Sighted  .  .  .   147
Why It Takes so Little to Control a Category’s Evolution! 151
Courageously Slay the Sacred Cows! 154
Take the Lead When a Value Shift Hits the Market 157
When the Market Needs a Complete Overhaul 162
Radical Visions and Their Pitfalls 167
The Essentials in Overview 169

HOW YOUR BUSINESS CAN PROFIT FROM GAME STRATEGY 173
1. Explore the ‘Ideas that Rule the Market’ 174
2. Nothing Can Beat a ‘Game Changing Idea’ 176



C O N T E N T S   vii

3.  Game Changers Can Take a Certain Degree of Control 
in the Market – and over Their Competitors 178

4. Game Strategy as a ‘Behavior Changing’ Instrument 180
5. Finally  .  .  .  Game Strategy Is a Truly ‘Democratic’ Tool 183
The Five Steps to Game Strategy 184
It’s Time to Explore Your Own Game Changing Opportunities 192

AFTER THE GAME 195

POSTSCRIPT: HOW GAME STRATEGY DIFFERS FROM 
GAME THEORY 197

THANKS! 201

Index  203





 About the authors         

 Andreas Buchholz, Wolfram W ö rdemann and Ned Wiley all began their 
professional careers at Procter  &  Gamble, where they occupied executive posi-
tions in marketing. Buchholz and W ö rdemann are management consultants for the 
development of  ‘ topline ’  growth strategies, and have published numerous articles 
in the professional press, including the  Harvard Business Manager . Wiley is the 
managing director of a new media operation of the Axel Springer group.       





 Foreword         

 This is a book written by marketing experts for entrepreneurs. Not for corporate 
employees seeking to work their way up the ladder, but for those who, whatever 
their status, look upon business as a creative and even risky task. It presents a 
Game Strategy which is based on an understanding of how to change, rather than 
follow the conventions of the marketplace. As the authors themselves suggest, this 
Game Strategy is designed for contrarians,  ‘ for people who think big and free. ’  
So be forewarned. This is  not  a handbook for the grey fl annel bureaucrat. 

 But as the authors also argue, they have devised a truly democratic tool. You 
don ’ t have to be rich or prestigious, you don ’ t have to sit on a world - beating new 
technology in order to apply these guidelines. You don ’ t even have to have gone to 
business school. Its recommendations are applicable to the most dynamic indepen-
dent corporate mogul or to a assistant beginning in the marketing division of 
Procter  &  Gamble, where the three authors began their careers. As the authors point 
out, the wisdom in this work is not limited to marketing or to business. They present 
a philosophy and a practical method for dealing creatively with challenges,whatever 
their origin. In fact, the authors suggest that political campaigns are perfect places 
to begin the study of their theories of Role Games and patterns. 

 Most surprising about the ideas in  The Impossible Advantage  is that they 
haven ’ t been widely spread among business and management schools for years. 
The authors have combed the literature and believe that their ideas have never 
before been presented as we have them in this book. I believe them, because if 
the ideas presented here had been revealed even in a less comprehensive form, 
they would long ago have been applied as one of the basic methods of problem 
solving at training schools all over the world. 

 This is one of those books which is almost obvious in the retrospective, but 
hard to imagine beforehand. Of course Ryanair owed its success to the way in 
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which it created an entirely new concept for airline operations! They changed the 
rules of the Game. Of course the Swatch turned the entire chronologue industry 
on its head. Building your business on a cheap plastic watch broke every conven-
tion of the tradition - laden international watch industry. The analysis we are given 
as to why Ryanair or Swatch were in fact rule changing products are so logical, 
you wonder why you didn ’ t think of them yourself. 

 The basic point of this book is that simple:  ‘ ... those players that take control 
of the rules in a competitive game enjoy a remarkable advantage over other players 
that strictly play by the rules. ’  

 I knew that when I was ten years old. I used to tip over the Monopoly board 
every time my brother got too far ahead and demand that we start again. I usually 
got slugged in return. That was the risk - taking part of the strategy. But somehow 
I knew that the rules on the back of the box didn ’ t always serve my interests. What 
I didn ’ t know was how to turn this audacious behavior into a strategy for business 
success. 

 To correct that defi cit, the authors take us through their strategy step - by -
 step. We start out learning exactly what a game is and is not. We then learn about 
the origin of rules and what they say about our culture. The authors then explain 
the concept of Game Masters, the persons and institutions who make up the rules. 
We are also introduced to the concept of the Game Changer, the person who turns 
the rules on end. 

 This is where it gets exciting. The authors point out that games in the 
marketplace are different from set piece games such as sporting competitions 
or Monopoly for that matter. In the marketplace, some of the players are also 
Rule Makers.  ‘ They are changing the rules of a game to their own advantage  while 
they are playing it.  Compared to ordinary players, they enjoy an advantage that 
would be nothing less than  “ impossible ”  in any formal game or competition. ’  

 Formality versus fl exibility. This is not a theory about  breaking  formal rules 
enforced by a higher authority. It is a strategy for  changing  the  ‘ collection of prevail-
ing ideas, concepts and conventions which competitors believe they must respect if 
they are to win. ’  Amazingly, large percentages of business respondents believe that 
to be successful, they must abide by the established rules of the marketplace, what-
ever they are. Thus, Game Changers enjoy  ‘ An Impossible Advantage. ’  

 This book takes you through the methods of gaining this  ‘ impossible advan-
tage ’  in considerable detail. They provide both analysis of how the market func-
tions and of how to devise a strategy for success. It is from this standpoint, a 
hands - on guidebook for success. At the same time, it is peppered with fascinating 
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historical background, from how the rules for soccer football were set by a group 
of persons in a room in England in the 1870 ’ s to how an Indian - born 
economics Professor provided insights based on Game Strategy to help integrate 
poor countries into the globalized economy. 

 In fact, while the authors work hard to remain true to their marketing 
origins, they have written a book well - designed to help us understand many of the 
perplexing challenges of the globalized age. For most of its history, human society 
has generally been a fairly disorganized undertaking. Formal rules of business, 
government and national behavior are generally less than 300 years old. Game 
Changers were more widespread than were Game Masters for most of human 
history. 

 And that was the problem. As the industrial revolution gained steam, society 
could no longer tolerate the proliferation of Game Changers who had guided its 
affairs until then. Modern science and technology demands standardization and 
discipline. Wars are no longer friendly fi ghts among rival Barons. They became 
catastrophic in their destructive effects. Game Changers became frowned upon. 
The Game Masters took over and the corporate bureaucrat was born. 

 The past twenty years have witnessed both dramatic advances in science 
and technology and an amazing release of human energy which accompanied the 
end of the Cold War. Whether they know it or not, the Game Masters are being 
swept away. Both political and industrial structures are changing fast. The result 
is confusion and at times confl ict. Our 21 st  Century world is in desperate need of 
creative methods for understanding the new rules of a new age. 

  The Impossible Advantage  will not answer all of the questions being thrown 
at us at the moment. But it can give us a very important framework for analyzing 
the confusion which has overtaken our societies and for helping understand how 
to overcome it. I wish specialists and general readers alike an enlightening journey 
through these chapters. I am sure you will enjoy it.    

 John C. Kornblum   
 Berlin, January 2009       
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