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The conceptual keystone within competition is relative advantage. 

Due to the fluid, persistent, and continual nature of competition, 
relative advantage refers to the position between two competitors, (1) 
either at a given point in time, or (2) in a particular area of competition, 
or (3) as a generalization of the aggregation of contests within the 
rivalry. 

Countries conduct activity across the competition continuum, from 
cooperation to conflict. However, competition is that space in the 
center of the continuum that pits countries in a ubiquitous contest for 
relative advantage in every conceivable domain and with varying 
degrees of competitiveness. Traditional concepts of “victory” or “end 
state” are antithetical to 21st century competition. Gaining and 
maintaining relative advantage in strategically important areas of 
competition can be considered as success, but it is a transient state 
and must be continually reinforced. 

Countries can gain relative advantage in a myriad of competitive 
areas and activities. However, there are key areas within competition 
that are of more vital, strategic interest. Prioritization is therefore 
essential, particularly since countries face unique limitations and 
challenges on an uneven playing field and cannot be competitive at 
everything. Understanding when and where to apply resources is 
indispensable. Likewise, knowing when to shift priority away from a 
competitive area is prudent. 

In the global context, there are two ideal types of competition: 
friendly and adversarial. (In practice, competition types [e.g., gray zone 
activity] are not always so clear cut as competitors may compete in a 
semi-restrained way by bending and subverting rules.) 

Friendly Competition. Countries compete in a rules-based, 
structured environment that results in benefit to those who compete 
most effectively. Countries follow the rules, which are reinforced by 
the assurance of fair play as a condition for participation. This state has 
clear winners and losers, but the stakes are generally not high and the 
objectives are limited.  

Adversarial Competition.  Countries compete in an unconstrained 
environment, in which they make and break rules in an attempt to 
shape the dynamics of the competition to their advantage. They may 
challenge the status quo and resort to ways that fall completely 
outside the norms of the rules-based international order. It is in this 
state that strong competitors will try to achieve maximum benefit and 
advantage without moving into conflict. This state is characterized by 
continually maneuvering elements of national power to achieve the 
broadest possible effects. In this state, gains are exceedingly transient 
and must be constantly reinforced and maintained.  
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In the global context, 

competition is the ever-

present struggle in which 

countries vie for relative 

advantage in categories 

of strategic importance.  

It represents the state of 

being that occurs 

between cooperation 

and conflict. It is 

continuous, persistent, 

and dynamic with 

successful competitors 

actively attempting to 

shape the strategic 

environment to their 

benefit. 

 

 

“[T]he Chinese Ideal 

stressed subtlety, 

indirection, and the patient 

accumulation of relative 

advantage…”  -Henry 

Kissinger, On China 

 

 



 Author: Lieutenant Colonel David R. Doran   Series Editor: Dr. John A. Stevenson    

 
 
 
 
 
Author Bio: LTC David R. Doran, USA 
 
Lieutenant Colonel David R. Doran is currently serving as a National 
Security Fellow at the John F. Kennedy School of Government at 
Harvard University.  An Army aviator, LTC Doran most recently worked 
as a strategic planner on the Joint Staff, in the J-7, Office of Irregular 
Warfare at the Pentagon. Previously, LTC Doran commanded the 
Operational Support Airlift Command at Ft. Belvoir, Virginia, 
overseeing the Army National Guard's fleet of fixed-wing aircraft and 
aircrews. He also served as the Chief of Aviation Systems Readiness 
Branch within ARNG's Aviation Division, overseeing the sustainment of 
over 1,500 aircraft. He was deployed to Iraq in 2007-2008, serving as a 
Theater Aviation Company commander and C-23 Sherpa pilot. He was 
deployed to Afghanistan in 2005-2006, serving as a Heavy Lift 
Helicopter Company executive officer and CH-47D Chinook pilot. LTC 
Doran is a graduate of the Joint and Combined Warfighting School at 
Norfolk, Virginia, and also the College of Naval Command and Staff and 
the Maritime Advanced Warfighting School (MAWS) at the Naval War 
College in Newport, Rhode Island, and the Defense Strategy Course, 
US Army War College. LTC Doran holds a Bachelor's degree in law 
enforcement from Western Oregon University, a Master's degree in 
national security and strategic studies from the US Naval War College, 
and a Juris Doctor from Seattle University School of Law. 

 


