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ABSTRACT

The purpose of this research was to explore and predict the relationship between the competitive priorities (quality, cost,
flexibility and delivery) and the competitive advantage of firms in the Jordanian Industrial Sector. A population of 88
Jordanian manufacturing firms, registered on the Amman Stock Exchange, was targeted using a cross-sectional survey
employing a questionnaire method of data collection. The results of the data analysis indicate a significant relationship
between competitive priorities and competitive advantage. The research suggests that recognising and nurturing this
relationship provides the master key for a firm to survive in a turbulent environment. Therefore, operational and mar-
keting strategies should place emphasis on competitive priorities such as quality, cost, flexibility and delivery to achi-
eve, develop and maintain competitive advantage. This study is one of the first to examine the relationship between the

competitive priorities of Jordanian manufacturing firms and their competitive advantage.
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1. Introduction

There exists a rich body of knowledge on the nature and
causes of competitive advantage and competitive priori-
ties in the strategy literature, ranging from the industry
positioning approach and the commitment explanation to
the resource-based view and the dynamic capability ap-
proach [1]. The concept of competitive advantage needs
to be tested empirically to determine the competitive pri-
orities which create a firm’s competitiveness. However,
little empirical work has been undertaken to address this
issue. In this context, [2] states that “there are [few] em-
pirically derived taxonomies that characterise manu-
facturers by manufacturing tasks or competitive priorities,
such as quality, delivery, flexibility, or cost”. There is a
need, therefore, to conduct empirical studies which ad-
dress and analyse the functions and processes which cre-
ate the competitive advantage of a firm.

2. Literature Review
2.1. Competitive Advantage

As firms are forced to respond efficiently and effectively
to a changing business environment, one of the strongest
challenges that firms face is gaining and developing
competitive advantage, which may be defined as the ex-
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tent to which a firm is able to create and maintain a de-
fensible position over its competitors [3]. Alternatively, it
may be considered to refer to the capabilities which al-
low a firm to shape its competitive advantage so defined
and differentiate itself from its competitors [4]. In the
same vein, [5] defines competitive advantage as the
asymmetry or differential in any attribute or factor that
allows a firm to serve its customers more effectively than
others and hence to create better customer value and
achieve superior performance. Reference [6] suggests
that competitive advantage is achieved by the compete-
tiveness of the supply chain, which means “meeting end
customer demand through supplying what is needed in
the form it is needed, when it is needed, at a competitive
cost”.

Creating competitive advantage requires a determina-
tion of the factors that may put a firm in a better position
in relation to its competitors in the marketplace. Four
strategic capabilities which can be considered as com-
petitive priorities are identified by [7,8]; low cost, quality,
quick delivery and flexibility. Alternatively, competitive
advantage, as identified by [9], is derived from five sour-
ces of innovation: new technologies; the modification of
demand or the emergence of new demand; the emergence
of a new segment; changes in costs or the availability of
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70 Competitive Priorities and Competitive Advantage in Jordanian Manufacturing

means of production; and changes in regulation. In the
same vein, [10] considers that quality and productivity
can be used as strategic weapons to achieve competitive
advantage. Firms, as recommended by [10], must be
aware of what increases quality or supports production as
strategic weapons; otherwise, firms will lose market
share.

By contrast, [11] considers the key to competitive ad-
vantage to be competencies, which are defined as a com-
bination of resources and capabilitiecs. From a strategic
perspective, competences can be functions, processes and
routines in a firm. Competence is a controversial con-
cept, since it has been identified using different perspec-
tives, but is central to the domains of both strategy and
human resource management (HRM) [11]. Competences,
as argued by [12], can be classified into two categories:
personal competences, such as knowledge, skills, abili-
ties, experience and personality, and corporate compe-
tences, which belong to the firm and are embedded proc-
esses and structures that tend to reside within it. Refer-
ence [13] adds that top management needs to have spe-
cific competences including leadership skills, general
management skills, interpersonal skills, communication
skills, creativity and personality traits such as depend-
ability and adaptability.

Reference [14] proposes the use of the following vari-
ables to determine firms’ competitiveness: market share,
profits, returns, technological provision, financial man-
agement, quality of products/services, after-sales service,
managers’ educational background, customer loyalty,
supplier loyalty, location of establishment, employees’
commitment and loyalty, employees’ professional know-
how, and reputation. The resource-based view (RBV) of
the firm considers it to be a collection of assets or re-
sources. These may be tangible assets such as physical
capital, brand names or fewer tangible assets, such as
organisational routines and capabilities. Resources may
be both static and dynamic. The crucial requirement of
the RBV is that the relevant resources, whatever their
nature, are specific to the firm and not easily imitated by
rivals [15].

The sustainable competitive advantage (SCA) ap-
proach to the RBV is illustrated by the work of [16,17].
SCA theory seeks to explain the extent to which a firm
may be able to sustain a position of competitive advan-
tage. This depends on the ownership of firm-specific
resources that are valuable, rare, inimitable and non-
substitutable (VRIN) [16]. However, in practice, [18]
argue that there are significant methodological and prac-
tical difficulties associated with identifying a relationship
between a firm’s resource endowment and its competi-
tive advantage. Reference [19] explains that the RBV
was not able to explain how some firms were able to re-
spond flexibly and in a timely manner to changes in their
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external environment by re-deploying both internal and
external competences. Reference [20] goes on to define
dynamic capabilities as the firm’s ability to integrate,
build and reconfigure internal and external competences
to address rapidly changing environments. Dynamic ca-
pabilities thus allow firms to maintain a competitive ad-
vantage and may help them to avoid developing core
rigidities, which inhibit development, generate inertia
and stifle innovation. A dynamic capability is not, there-
fore, a capability in the RBV sense. Indeed, it is not a
resource; rather, it is a process which impacts upon and
alters the resource base.

The literature is divided about the relationship between
dynamic capabilities and competitive advantage. The
problem is that these definitions are often tautological.
Reference [21] explains that if the firm has a dynamic
capability, it must perform well, and if the firm is per-
forming well, it should have a dynamic capability. As [22]
suggest, dynamic capabilities do not necessarily lead to
competitive advantage. While dynamic capabilities may
change the resource base, this renewal may not necessar-
ily be valuable, since it may not create any VRIN re-
sources. Indeed, there may be four different outcomes of
the deployment of dynamic capabilities. First, dynamic
capabilities may lead to sustainable competitive advan-
tage if the resulting resource base is not initiated for a
long time and economic rents are sustained. Second, they
may lead to a temporary advantage, especially in hyper-
competitive environments. Third, they may only give
competitive parity if their effect on the resource base
simply allows the firm to operate in the industry, rather
than to outperform rival firms. Finally, the development
of dynamic capabilities may lead to failure if the result-
ing resource stock is irrelevant to the market.

Furthermore, if there is no direct link between dy-
namic capabilities and competitive advantage, it can be
suggested that dynamic capabilities do not have to be
firm-specific. Indeed, dynamic capabilities can be dupli-
cated across firms; therefore their value for competitive
advantage lies in the resource configuration which they
create, not in the dynamic capabilities themselves [23].

2.2. Competitive Priorities

The literature on operations strategy and manufacturing
strategy has addressed extensively the competitive priori-
ties which act as strategic capabilities and which can help
firms to create, develop and maintain competitive advan-
tage. Competitive priorities are defined as the dimen-
sions that a firm’s production system must possess to
support the demands of the markets in which the firm
wishes to compete [24]. Reference [25] identifies six
criteria which act as competitive priorities: quality, cost,
delivery, flexibility, customer focus and know-how. Ref-
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erence [25] defines these criteria as follows:

1) Quality: Low defect rate, product performance,
reliability, certification and environmental concern.

2) Cost: The ability to manage effectively production
cost, including its related aspects such as overhead and
inventory, and value-added.

3) Delivery which is considered a time-based issue.
Delivery addresses how quickly a product or a service is
delivered to customers. It also incorporates the time-to-
market for a new product.

4) Flexibility: This term represents the ability to de-
ploy and/or re-deploy resources in response to changes in
contractual agreements which are initiated primarily by
customers. It includes several features, such as adjust-
ment to design/planning, volume changes and product
variety.

5) Customer focus: This concentrates on how to fulfil
customers’ needs. It includes after-sale services, product
customisation, product support, customer information
and dependable promise.

6) Know-how: This deals with the trend of decreasing
product lifecycles. Therefore, knowledge management,
creativity and skills development are included.

Like [8,26] concludes that there is general agreement
that the major competitive priorities comprise the fol-
lowing elements: flexibility, cost, quality and delivery.

2.2.1. Flexibility

Reference [27] defines flexibility as the ability to re-
spond effectively to changing circumstances. The work
of [27] has been extended and supported by a number of
authors. References [28-30] agree on the importance of
flexibility in coping with uncertainty. The similarities of
the definitions of flexibility, however, refer to the term
main job, which is mastering changes and meeting un-
certainty resulting from the internal and external business
environments. In this context, [29] defines flexibility as a
quick response to changed production volume, changed
product mix, customisation of product (i.e. providing
each customer with what she wants), introduction of new
products and adoption of new technology. Reference [30]
supports the definition of flexibility by [26] as the ability
to change or react with little penalty in time, effort, cost
or performance. It may be concluded that both [26] and
[30] have focused on coping with changes efficiently and
effectively. In other words, efficiency and effectiveness
are the basic criteria for measuring performance, where
organisational goals should be met at lower cost and with
higher utilisation of resources. Reference [31] states that
the definition of [27] consists of three main elements:
The first element is “ability”, which gives flexibility the
character of a potential. The second is “to respond”; re-

sponse generally means reaction or adaptation to changes.

Finally, “effectively” suggests a link between the concept
of flexibility and the concept of the overall performance

Copyright © 2013 SciRes.

of the system.

Flexibility, however, is a multidimensional concept
[32]. Therefore, flexibility is classified in the literature
using different dimensions. Reference [31] suggests that
different kinds of flexibility would be appropriate to deal
with different conditions or types of change. Reference
[30] classifies flexibility into two forms: action flexibility
(the capacity for taking new action to meet new circum-
stances) and state flexibility (the capacity to continue
functioning effectively despite changes in the environ-
ment). Reference [33], in his taxonomy, identifies two
classes of flexibility: job flexibility is the ability of the
system to cope with changes in jobs to be processed by a
system, while machine flexibility is the ability of a sys-
tem to cope with changes and disturbances at machines
and workstations. Reference [34], on the other hand,
classifies flexibility into three categories: necessary flex-
ibility (machine flexibility, product flexibility, labour
flexibility, materials handling flexibility, routing flexibil-
ity, volume flexibility), sufficient flexibility (process
flexibility, operational flexibility, programme flexibility,
materials flexibility) and competitive flexibility (produc-
tion flexibility, expansion flexibility, market flexibility).

It can be concluded that the different types of flexibil-
ity defined within such classifications and addressed in
the literature include:

e Product flexibility: the ability to add or substitute
easily new parts [32].

e Volume flexibility: the ability of a manufacturing sys-
tem to vary total production volume economically
[35].

e Mix flexibility: the ability of a firm to produce dif-
ferent combinations of products economically and ef-
fectively [36].

e Machine flexibility: the ability of a machine to per-
form different types of operation without requiring a
prohibitive effort in switching from one to another
[32,37].

e Labour flexibility: the ability of the workforce to per-
form a broad range of manufacturing tasks economi-
cally and effectively [36].

e Market flexibility: the ability to adapt to a changing
market environment easily [35].

e Process flexibility: the ability of a manufacturing sys-
tem to process a given set of components with differ-
ent processes, operations sequence and materials [38].

o New product flexibility: the ability of a manufactur-
ing system to introduce and manufacture new parts
and products [35].

e Expansion flexibility: the ability to increase capacity
and capability easily when needed [32].

2.2.2. Quality
Quality is a competitive weapon in the marketplace. It
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engenders competitive advantage by providing products
that meet or exceed customer needs and expectations
[39]. Quality, as stated by [40], is defined using different
perspectives, as it is a subjective goal that has indefinable
characteristics. An early definition of quality is that of
[41] as “fitness for use”. The definition of [41] employs
the customer’s perspective in defining quality; it is the
customer who decides what goods or services best satisfy
his/her needs. A similar approach is taken by [42], who
define quality as excellence, value, conformance to spe-
cifications and meeting or exceeding customers’ expecta-
tions. The term “fitness for use,” presented by [41], is in-
cluded in the quality definition presented by [42]. There-
fore, it can be concluded that the customer perspective is
central to any definition of quality. Quality is, therefore,
a multidimensional construct. Reference [43] identifies
eight dimensions for quality as: performance, features,
reliability, conformance, durability, serviceability, aes-
thetics and perceived quality. These dimensions match
the customer perspective. Table 1 summarises a number
of definitions of quality.

Thus, quality is clearly viewed as a main source of
competitive advantage, by meeting customer require-
ments. Moreover, scholars have linked quality to com-
petitive strategy. For example, [49] considers quality to
be a reflection of the competitive strategy of firms. Ref-
erence [49] supports the notion that quality has gone
through an evolutionary process; from an operational
level to a strategic one, so quality should be adopted as a
strategic goal in firms. In manufacturing strategy, there-
fore, quality is associated with both conformance to
specifications and critical customer expectations [50]. In
this context, [51] argues that firms which compete on
quality can adopt a differentiation strategy and position

Table 1. Definitions of quality.

Reference Definition(s) of quality

[41] Fitness for use.

[44] Conformance to specifications.

The total composite product and service characteristics
of marketing, engineering manufacture and
maintenance through which the product and services
in use will meet the expectations of customers.

To practice quality control is to develop, design,
produce and service a quality product which is

most economical, most useful and always satisfactory
to the customer.

“Quality should be aimed at the needs of the
consumer, present and future”.

[45]

[46]

[47]

There are eight dimensions of quality as defined
from the customer’s viewpoint: performance,
features, reliability, conformance, durability,
serviceability, aesthetics, and perceived quality.

Quality is the ability to satisfy the needs and
expectations of customers.

[43]

(48]
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their products based on several attributes which will lead
to the ability to charge a premium price. Hence, quality
helps firms to enhance their competitiveness and pro-
motes customer loyalty by meeting customers’ expecta-
tions. This conclusion leads a firm to view quality as a
competitive weapon that should be adopted as a strategy
with a major role in creating and sustaining its competi-
tive advantage.

2.2.3. Cost

Competitive advantage, as argued by [51], can be achi-
eved by adopting one or more of the following generic
competitive strategies: 1) cost leadership in which the
features of this strategy are: low cost relative to com-
petitors, related and standardised products, and econo-
mies of scale. A cost leadership strategy requires intense
supervision of labour, tight cost control, frequent and
detailed control reports and structured firm and response-
bility; 2) differentiation: this strategy is described in
terms of product uniqueness, an emphasis on marketing
and research, and a flexible structure; and 3) focus: this
strategy implies a focus on a narrow strategic target (buy-
er group, product line or geographic market) through
differentiation, low cost or both.

Reference [52] indicates that low cost manufacturing
is the priority when profit margins are low. The logic
behind linking a cost leadership strategy to competitive
advantage, as suggested by [53], is that competitive ad-
vantage can be divided into two basic types: lower cost
than rivals, or the ability to differentiate and command a
premium price that exceeds the extra cost of doing so.

2.2.4. Delivery

Delivery is a competitive priority because customers are
interested in satisfying their needs and wants in the right
quantity at the right time. In this context, [54] states that
“Delivery of the required function means ensuring that
the right product (meeting the requirements of quality,
reliability and maintainability) is delivered in the right
quantity, at the right time, in the right place, from the
right source (a vendor who is reliable and will meet com-
mitments in a timely fashion), with the right service
(both before and after sale), and, finally, at the right
price”. In the same vein, [55] argues that delivery capa-
bility is a time issue where it reflects the following con-
cepts: the number of aspects of a firm’s operations; how
quickly a product or service is delivered to a customer;
how reliably the products or services are developed and
brought to the market; and the rate at which improve-
ments in products and processes are made.

2.3. Resear ch Objective and M odel

The objective of this research can be summarised as
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follows:

Identifying the relationships between competitive pri-
orities and competitive advantage in Jordanian manufac-
turing.

In the light of the arguments presented in Section 2,
Figure 1 depicts the research model, which suggests that
the competitive advantage of a firm is generated by four
competitive priorities: quality, cost, flexibility and deliv-
ery. However, it has been argued that there is a link be-
tween quality and each of the two competitive strategies:
cost leadership and differentiation. In this context, [28]
points out:

e To compete via a cost leadership strategy, firms will
put considerable effort into controlling production
cost, increasing their capacity utilisation, controlling
materials supply or product distribution and minimis-
ing other costs, including R&D and advertising.

e To compete via a differentiation strategy, firms need
to offer unique products which are characterised by
valuable features, such as quality, innovation, the de-
livery system and a broad range of other factors.

e There is a link between quality and competitive strat-
egy: quality is categorised as a primary basis for a
differentiation strategy, as firms adopting this strategy
will position their products uniquely, based on several
attributes, leading to a premium price.

The aim of this research is to investigate the relation-
ships between competitive priorities and competitive
advantage, so the hypotheses to be tested are concerned
with the extent to which the construct of competitive
advantage is a function of each of the four competitive
priorities: quality, cost, delivery and flexibility. The hy-
potheses are consistent with the objective of the research,
which is concerned with predicting the relationships be-
tween competitive priorities and competitive advantage
in Jordanian manufacturing firms. More specifically, the
rationale for developing the research hypotheses is the
general agreement among authors and researchers (e.g.
[8,26] on the existence of the above four major competi-
tive priorities, all of which contribute to the creation of
competitive advantage. Hence, the following hypotheses

Flexibility

Quality

Delivery

Competitive
Advantage

Figure 1. Research model.
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were formulated:

H1: Quality affects positively the creation of competi-
tive advantage by a firm.

H2: A cost leadership reduction strategy affects posi-
tively the creation of competitive advantage by a firm.

H3: Delivery affects positively the creation of com-
petitive advantage by a firm.

H4: Flexibility affects positively the creation of com-
petitive advantage by a firm.

3. Resear ch M ethodology

In compliance with the suggestion of [29], a positivistic
methodology was adopted, because of the need for quan-
titative data to satisfy the objectives of the research and
the need for a large sample to carry out the data analysis.
In addition, there was a need to examine the anticipated
relationships depicted in the research model shown in
Figure 1. The data collection method consisted of a
questionnaire designed to test the model. A delivery and
collection approach was used to distribute and collect the
questionnaires, to ensure a high response rate and to take
advantage of personal contact. This method is thought to
enhance respondent participation. The survey instrument,
as suggested by [56], was pre-tested with executives and
academic experts, who were asked to review it for read-
ability, ambiguity and completeness, and to evaluate
whether individual items appeared to be appropriate
measures of their respective constructs. This process led
to several minor changes being made prior to generating
the final version of the questionnaire. The questionnaire
format was highly structured: all of its questions were
fixed-response alternative questions that required respon-
dents to select options on five-point Likert scales.

All of the measurement scales used, as shown in Table
2, were based on previous research. Assuring the validity
and reliability of the measures required supporting lit-
erature to validate the scales which were used to opera-
tionalise the research constructs. The competitive advan-
tage construct was measured using the scales and indices
included in the work of [14], who used the following
variables to determine level of competitiveness: market
share, profits, returns, technological provision, financial
management, quality of products/services, after-sales ser-
vice, managers’ educational background, customer lo-
yalty, supplier loyalty, location of establishment, em-
ployees’ commitment and loyalty, employees’ profes-
sional know-how and firm’s reputation. As shown in
Table 2, competitive priorities were operationalised us-
ing measurement scales adapted from previous studies.

Jordanian manufacturing firms, classified as public
shareholding firms on the Amman Stock Exchange were
chosen as the target population, because the industrial
sector clearly reflects the constructs of this research, in
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Table 2. Supporting literature for measurement scales.

Construct Supporting literature for measurement scales
Quality [28,57]
Cost [39,40]
Delivery [40,57]
Flexibility [32,36]

which variables are related to manufacturing rather than
services. The sample targeted was the entire population,
consisting of 88 industrial firms classified on the Amman
Stock Exchange as industrial shareholding firms, ac-
cording to its report for the year 2011. Individual distri-
bution was used to administer the questionnaire, which
was accompanied by a covering letter explaining the re-
search objectives. The participants were asked to com-
plete the questionnaires, which were collected later. The
main reason for targeting the entire population was to
ensure that the sample was representative and not biased.

Depending on the structure of firms, four to five ques-
tionnaires were delivered to each manufacturer and were
given to its Director, Vice-President, Operations or Pro-
duction Manager, Finance Manager and Marketing Man-
ager. The respondents comprised 364 individuals in total,
of whom 226 completed the questionnaires; 12 out of
these responses were unusable. The number of usable
questionnaires was 214. The usable questionnaires were
collected from executives with the titles of Director (n =
31), Vice-President (n = 32), Operations or Production
Manager (n = 56), Finance Manager (n = 35) and Mar-
keting Manager (n = 60). These usable replies repre-
sented a response rate of 58.7 percent. The responding
firms covered a wide range of manufacturing activities,
including electronics, engineering products, electrical,
chemicals and pharmaceuticals.

4. Resear ch Findings

A reliability test was carried out using Cronbach’s alpha,
which measures the internal consistency of a construct.
The recommended minimum acceptable limit of reliabil-
ity for this measure, as reported by [58], is 0.60. As shown
in Table 3, all the constructs passed the reliability test.

As shown in Table 4, frequency and descriptive statis-
tics were used to determine the relative importance of
each of the competitive priorities in achieving competi-
tive advantage.

The respondents indicated that their firms utilised dif-
ferent competitive priorities to maintain competitive ad-
vantage. It may be noted that each the competitive priori-
ties shown in Table 4 has a mean above 3. So it may be
concluded that all of competitive priorities are of consid-
erable importance in Jordan.
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Table 3. Values of Cronbach’s alpha for the research con-
structs.

Construct aValue
Competitive advantage 0.8214
Quality 0.7168
Cost 0.8990
Delivery 0.9226
Flexibility 0.8339

Table 4. Descending means of the competitive priorities.

Construct Mean Standard deviation
Quality 4213 0.5537
Cost 3.270 0.7405
Flexibility 3.127 0.5793
Delivery 3.081 0.6726

Multiple regression analysis was conducted to test the
research hypotheses. Multiple regression identifies how
much of the variance in the dependent variable is ex-
plained when a set of variables is able to predict a par-
ticular outcome. As shown in Table 5, Kurtosis and
Skewness values were used to check the normality of
each variable included in the research. Skewness values
larger than (+1) or smaller than (—1), as suggested by
[59], indicate a substantially skewed distribution. On the
other hand, [60] added that a curve is too peaked when
the Kurtosis exceeds (+3) and is too flat when it is below
(=3). Thus, Skewness values within the range of (—1) to
(+1) and Kurtosis values within the range of (=3) to (+3)
indicate an acceptable range. As shown in Table 5, the
values of Skewness and Kurtosis for each variable indi-
cate that the research constructs fell within the acceptable
range.

A multiple regression analysis was then conducted.
The results are presented in Tables 6-8. Based on the
research hypotheses, the four independent variables of
quality, cost, delivery and flexibility were identified as
predictor variables and one dependent or outcome vari-
able (competitive advantage) was considered. The results
of the multiple regression analysis, as shown in Table 6,
reveal a coefficient of determination, R?, which predicts
the relationship between the independent variables and
dependent variable, of 0.775. This means that 77.5 per-
cent of the total variance in the dependent variable (com-
petitive advantage) is accounted for by the independent
variables (quality, cost, delivery and flexibility). This
result provides confirmation of the significant role of the
four competitive priorities in creating competitive ad-
vantage.
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Table 5. Skewness and Kurtosisfor research constructs.

Table9. Summary of research hypotheses and results.

Variable Skewness Kurtosis Hypothesis Description Beta t-value Comment
Quality —1.041 -0.477 Quality affects positively
H1 the creation of competitive  0.568 12.216 Accepted
Competitive advantage —0.691 -0.275 advantage by a firm.
Cost —0.580 —0.933 A cost leadership reduction
o strategy affects positively
Flexibility —0.962 0.224 H2 the creation of competitive 0.312 6451 Accepted
. advantage by a firm.
Delivery 0.244 0.932

Table 6. Model summary.

Model R R Squared  Std. Error of the Estimate

1 0.880 0.775 0.4108

Table7. ANOVA results.

Sum of Mean .
M odel Squares df Square F Sig.
1 Regression  128.155 4 32.039 189.873 0.000

Residual 37.291 221 0.169

Total 165.446 225

Table 8. Results of multipleregression analysis.

Unstanc_ia_rdised Standgr_dised t Sig.
Coefficients Coefficients

D\?greinagit B Std. Error Beta
(Constant) —1.858 0.265 —7.002 0.000
Quality 0.841 0.069 0.568 12.216 0.000
Cost 0.398 0.062 0.312 6.451 0.000
Delivery 0.187 0.051 0.121 3.646  0.000
Flexibility — 0.242 0.042 0.209 5.781  0.000

Dependent Variable: Competitive advantage.

The results of the F-ratio, as shown in Table 7, sug-
gest that the regression model is significant at p < 0.001.
It can be concluded, therefore, that the regression model
predicts competitive advantage well. In other words, the
competitive priorities of quality, cost, flexibility and de-
livery (the independent variables) have the ability to pre-
dict competitive advantage (the dependent variable).

The regression analysis presented in Table 8 reveals
that the creation of competitive advantage is determined
by the competitive priorities of flexibility, quality, cost
and delivery. Therefore, all the hypothesised relation-
ships between competitive priorities and competitive
advantage are accepted.

Table 9 summarises the research hypotheses and their
results.
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Delivery affects positively
H3 the creation of competitive  0.121 3.646  Accepted
advantage by a firm.

Flexibility affects positively
H4 the creation of competitive ~ 0.209 5.781
advantage by a firm.

Accepted

The multiple regression analysis, therefore, shows the
existence of a significant positive relationship between
each of the four independent variables (quality, cost, de-
livery and flexibility) and the dependent variable (com-
petitive advantage). These results are congruent with the
findings of previous empirical work. For example, [40]
found significant relationships between quality, cost and
flexibility and financial performance. The results are also
consistent with the conclusion of [26] that quality, cus-
tomer focus and delivery criteria are important priorities
for enhancing manufacturing firms’ competitiveness. It
should be noted that each of the four competitive priori-
ties (quality, cost, flexibility and delivery) contributes to
improving and sustaining the competitive advantage of a
firm, since such priorities are all linked to its corporate
and functional strategies.

In this context, [61] supports the strategic link between
manufacturing strategy and competitive priorities, noting
that identifying manufacturers’ competitive priorities has
long been considered a key element in manufacturing
strategy research. Operations managers, however, should
consider the fact that each of the competitive priorities is
a complex construct which ultimately affects the plan-
ning and implementation of the operations strategy of a
firm by meeting the related organisational objectives. As
a way of explanation, competing via a cost reduction
leadership strategy leads firms to analyse the manufac-
turing cost-related categories including (direct) produc-
tion costs, productivity, capacity utilisation and inventory
reduction [61].

Similarly, quality as a competitive priority is a multi-
dimensional construct. Reference [43] names eight di-
mensions of quality as defined from the customer’s view-
point: performance, features, reliability, conformance, dur-
ability, serviceability, aesthetics and perceived quality. In
their comments on these dimensions, [61] emphasise the
conformance dimension of quality. Reference [61] points
out that the other dimensions represent possible bases of
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competition, but they require more inter-functional coor-
dination among manufacturing, marketing, R&D and
engineering than does achieving conformance quality.
This conclusion leads us to think strategically about the
mutual relationships among competitive priorities. Ref-
erence [62], furthermore, believes that the four competi-
tive capabilities can be emphasised and enhanced simul-
taneously.

Since competitive advantage is enhanced by an in-
crease in organisational performance, scholars such as [2]
have linked competitive priorities to performance. The
findings of [2] are consistent with literature (e.g. [63,64])
which suggests a correspondence between performance
measures and the manufacturing priorities emphasised.
The study deals with the four competitive priorities of
cost, delivery, quality and flexibility in manufacturing
strategy and its findings indicate that different groups of
manufacturers (Do All, Speedy Conformers, Efficient
Conformers and Starters) emphasise different sets of
competitive priorities, even within the same industry.
Further, the Do All types, who emphasise all four com-
petitive priorities, seem to perform better on customer
satisfaction than their counterparts in the Starters group.
In summary, [2] suggests that different manufacturers
use different bases to compete within the same industry.

Similarly, [65] examines the relationship between ma-
nufacturing strategy and competitive strategy and their
influence on firm performance. The findings of [65] con-
firm that all four manufacturing strategies (cost, delivery,
flexibility and quality) are means by which a firm can
implement its competitive strategies and further that the
competitive priorities are interrelated and correlated to
one another. In this context, [65] identify the existence of
strong relationships between competitive strategy and
manufacturing strategy. In line with [62,65] argue that
improving quality can reduce manufacturing lead time,
the amount of time spent on reworking and the quantity
of materials rejected, thus contributing to improvements
in flexibility, delivery times and unit cost efficiencies.

5. Conclusions and I mplications

Managers need to deal with several types of competitive
priority to construct a manufacturing strategy. Competi-
tive priorities facilitate the creation of operations and
manufacturing strategies to enhance the competitive ad-
vantage of a firm. The results of this study indicate, as
hypothesised, that strong relationships exist between
competitive priorities and competitive advantage. Man-
agers, therefore, need to consider the following implica-
tions when planning the operations and manufacturing
strategy of a firm: 1) quality positively affects the crea-
tion of competitive advantage; 2) cost leadership strategy
affects positively the creation of competitive advantage;
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3) delivery positively affects the creation of competitive
advantage; and 4) flexibility positively affects the crea-
tion of competitive advantage.

It is interesting to note also that the four competitive
priorities (flexibility, cost, quality and delivery) exist in
most of the industries covered in the sample. This sug-
gests that different manufacturers use different competi-
tive priorities to compete within the same industry. In
addition, it can be concluded that each priority affects the
others. Providing products at high quality with fewer
defects will enable a firm to compete via a cost leader-
ship strategy by reducing set-up time and manufacturing
cost. High quality products will also increase customers’
loyalty to brands and help a firm to differentiate itself
from others in competitive market segments. Flexibility
as a multidimensional construct acts as a competitive
weapon in the arsenal of any manufacturing or service
firm when managing demand and capacity in response to
changes related to customer needs and expectations. In
addition, flexibility gives a firm the ability to handle
variations in customer delivery schedule, to introduce
new parts or new products quickly, to adjust capacity ra-
pidly, to customise products and to handle changes in the
product mix quickly. It may be concluded that competi-
tive priorities are interrelated and correlated and that
such priorities play a major role in creating, developing
and sustaining the competitive advantage of a firm.

The findings of this research suggest that linking com-
petitive priorities to competitive advantage is the master
key for a firm to survive in a turbulent environment. Op-
erational and marketing strategies should place emphasis
on competitive priorities such as quality, cost, flexibility
and delivery to achieve, develop and maintain competi-
tive advantage. It would be of value to conduct more em-
pirical studies into the impact of competitive priorities on
the financial and nonfinancial performance of firms and
into their role in planning various functional strategies,
including those of manufacturing, operations, marketing
and finance.
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