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Comprehension questions 
 
1. Why might Porter not wish to be called a ‘guru’? 
 
 
 
 
2. What are the three ‘generic strategies for managers’ proposed by Porter? 
 
 
 
 
3. What are the five forces of competition? 
 
 
 
 
4. What is Handy's criticism of Porter’s first major book? 
 
 
 
 
5. What new area of research did Porter begin working on in the 1980s? 
 
 
 
 
6. According to Porter, which four factors help to make a nation competitive? 
 
 
 
 
7. What is a ‘cluster’? What examples of ‘clusters’ are given? 
 
 
 
 
8. What has Porter been working on recently? 
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KEY 
 
1. Why might Porter not wish to be called a ‘guru’? 
 

A serious academic is what he is … 
 

The Economist magazine once said of him, "His work is academic to a fault. Mr. Porter is about 
as likely to produce a blockbuster full of anecdotes and boosterish catchphrases as he is to 
deliver a lecture dressed in bra and stockings." Influence not popularity is what Michael Porter 
wants. He never, for instance, allows his books to be published in paperback, and his lectures are 
unashamedly serious in both tone and content.   

 
2. What are the three ‘generic strategies for managers’ proposed by Porter? 
 

Porter suggested that there were just three generic strategies for managers to choose from if they 
wanted to gain competitive advantage, something that he believed was the underlying purpose of 
every business. You could make things as cheaply as possible and become the lowest cost 
producer in a market. Alternatively you could offer something special or different which would 
allow you to command a premium price. Or, thirdly, you could choose to be what he called a 
focussed producer, looking to dominate in a niche market, so that others would find it too 
difficult to challenge you.   

 
3. What are the five forces of competition? 
 

The threat of substitute products;  
The threat of new entrants;  
The bargaining power of suppliers and  
The bargaining power of buyers;  
And, finally, the state of rivalry among existing companies.  

 
 
4. What is Handy’s criticism of Porter’s first major book? 
 

I do have one quarrel with that first big book. In its 500 pages it is easy to miss the one reference 
to the management of the people - it occupies only two paragraphs.  

 
5. What new area of research did Porter begin working on in the 1980s? 
 

Meanwhile, in the eighties, Porter had been asked to serve on President Reagan's Commission on 
Industrial Competitiveness and, as a result, had moved his attention from the problems of 
competition in business to the issues of competing nations. 

 
6. According to Porter, which four factors help to make a nation competitive? 

 
There are four factors, Porter suggested, in what he called a diamond, four factors that help to 
make a nation competitive although the overriding one was this - "Tough domestic rivalry 
breeds international success." The other factors were the country's resources, its infrastructure, 
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including, crucially, the educational quality of its workforce, and, less obviously, something he 
termed the 'cluster phenomenon.' 

 
7. What is a ‘cluster’? What examples of ‘clusters’ are given? 
 

A cluster is a critical mass, in one geographical space, of similar businesses, all supported by 
their specialist suppliers and services that are tied to that industry. The most obvious examples 
are Hollywood's film industry and Silicon Valley, but Porter has also pinpointed many others as 
the Californian Wine cluster for instance, or the Italian leather cluster and its fashion shoe 
cluster. He actually identified over thirty separate clusters in Portugal, ranging from cork 
stoppers to tourism. 

 
8. What has Porter been working on recently? 
 

In recent years Porter has applied his rigorous thinking to the revival of the inner city, 
maintaining that creating wealth there is more likely to succeed than merely redistributing the 
wealth from elsewhere. 

 
 
 
 


