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What are the origins of competitive advantage? Although this question is fundamental to strategy research, it is
one to which we lack a clear answer. As strategy researchers we believe that some firms consistently
outperform others, and we have some evidence consistent with this belief (Rumelt, 1991; McGahan and Porter,
1997). We also have a number of well developed theories as to why, at any given moment, it is possible for some
firms (and some industries) to earn supranormal returns. As of yet, however, we have no generally accepted
theory - and certainly no systematic evidence - as to the origins or the dynamics of such differences in
performance. We know, for example, why high barriers to entry coupled with a differentiated product
positioning obtained through unique organizational competencies may provide a firm with competitive
advantage. But we know much less about how barriers to entry are built: about why this firm and not that one
developed the competencies that underlie advantage, and about the dynamic process out of which competitive
advantage first arises and then erodes over time. This conceptual ambiguity has always been problematic for
many economists, who have tended to view persistent differences in performance as a function of unobserved
heterogeneity (Mundlak, 1961; Gnliches, 1986).For example, empirical work in industrial organization routinely
controls for firm fixed effects. These are usually statistically significant and often account for a substantial
fraction of the total variation in firm productivity or performance. Whereas strategy researchers tend to
emphasize the degree to which these kinds of results offer support for the importance of capabilities or
positioning (Rumelt, 1991;Henderson and Cockbum, 1994;...
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