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1. Introduction  
Apple Inc. is in a highly innovative and strategically unstable global technology 

environment where the ability to sustain competitive advantage hinges on the ability 

to match internal capabilities with external forces. This report critically assesses the 

role that Apple's ecosystem based differentiation, strategic capabilities and innovation 

strategy play in sustaining its competitive advantage in an increasingly AI driven and 

competitive technology industry. The analysis is based on the use of known strategic 

management frameworks which are used to formulate strategic recommendations that 

are evidence-based (Porter, 1985; Freeman, 1984; Teece, 2018). 

The report is organised into two sections. The first critically examines Apple's strategic 

position and provides recommendations for maintaining competitive advantage, the 

second presents a reflective account using Kolb's Experiential Learning Cycle 

(Kolb, 1984). Academic literature and current evidence from organisations is used 

throughout the report to support strategic evaluation. 

2. Organisational Context and Overview  

2.1 Company Background and Historical Evolution 
Established in 1976, Apple Inc. has purposefully developed from a personal computer 

maker to an integrated technology company that provides hardware, software and 

digital services to create value and sustainable competitive advantage for customers 

over time (Apple, 2025a). 

Since its inception in the desktop computing sector, Apple has strategically evolved 

into a consumer technology ecosystem that cuts across smartphone, computing, 

wearables, cloud-based services and subscription-based digital offerings. This shift is 

a strategic move from selling products individually to building a value ecosystem, 

which will help Apple build customer loyalty and make it harder for customers to switch 

to other brands (Barney, 1991). Apple's ability to continuously develop its products, as 

evidenced by the introduction of the iPhone in 2007 and the swift growth of Services 

after 2019 and the recent launch of Apple Intelligence, underscores its ongoing 

product development prowess, which further reinforces the notion of ecosystem 

integration, premium differentiation and long-term competitive advantage (Apple, 

2025a; Teece, 2018). 
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Figure 2.1: Apple Historical Strategic Evolution 

Source: Author-generated based on Apple corporate history and strategic analysis 

Figure 2.1 illustrates how Apple's strategic evolution built its ecosystem capabilities 

and competitive advantage. 

2.2 Mission, Vision and Business Model 
The mission of Apple focuses on providing the best user experience, which is achieved 

by a smooth combination of hardware, software, and services. The vertical integration 

into the Apple business model, the control of its own chips and the growing line of 

digital services are all part of Apple's efforts to create a more powerful ecosystem and 

to differentiate its products at a premium price while generating recurring revenue 

(Advergize, 2026). This ecosystem flywheel boosts switching costs, especially as 

customers embrace multiple connected Apple products/services, improve customer 

lifetime value, and improve long-term competitive advantage (Teece, 2018). This 

allows Apple's business model to transform product innovation into recurring revenue 

from services, giving its competitive edge a greater longevity than relying on one-off 

sales of hardware (Barney, 1991; Apple, 2025a; Stanley et al., n.d.). 

Table 2.2: Apple Business Model Components 
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Component Strategic Role Advantage Created 

Hardware Premium ecosystem entry Brand prestige 

iOS/macOS Proprietary control Lock-in 

Services Recurring revenue Margin growth 

Apple Silicon Performance control Cost + innovation edge 

Ecosystem interoperability Cross-device value Switching cost 

Source: Developed by the author based on Apple (2025a) Annual Report and Teece (2018) 

Table 2.2 summarises how Apple's business model creates sustainable competitive 

advantage. 

2.3 Industry Context, Competitors and Market Position 
Apple is a player in the global consumer electronics, software and digital ecosystem 

sector, which is a highly dynamic and platform competitive sector. The main rivals of 

its business are Samsung in the high-margin consumer electronics sector, Microsoft 

in enterprise ecosystems, and Alphabet in digital platforms and AI (Johnson, Scholes 

and Whittington, 2020). Apple does not go for a price competition, it is differentiating 

itself in premium way through ecosystem integration, brand equity and customer 

loyalty (Porter, 1985). The strategy has paid off, with the Services business growing 

steadily, but it is critical for Apple to continue to invest in innovation to stay competitive 

as it faces growing competition from the AI ecosystem and the need to maintain its 

innovation prowess (Apple, 2025a; Teece, 2018). 

Table 2.3: Competitor Benchmark 

Strategic Dimension Apple Samsung Microsoft 

Core strength Ecosystem Hardware scale Cloud ecosystem 

Revenue logic Device + services Volume SaaS + cloud 

Lock-in Very high Moderate High 

Pricing Premium Mixed Premium 

Source: Author-developed based on Apple Annual Report 2025, Microsoft Annual 

Report 2025, Samsung Electronics Annual Report 2025 and Barney (1991). 

Table 2.3 compares Apple's ecosystem-based strategy with key competitors' 

competitive advantages. 
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3. External and Internal Environment Analysis (Part A) 

3.1 Introduction to Strategic Environment Analysis 
Strategic environment analysis is a measure of the degree to which the organisation 

fits the external market conditions. The process is especially significant for Apple as 

technology evolves quickly, geopolitical risks are ever-changing, digital regulations 

and sustainability demands constantly evolve the competitive landscape. The analysis 

of these external opportunities and threats along with Apple's internal resources will 

be the foundation of the strategic fit and long-term competitive position of Apple 

(Johnson, Scholes and Whittington, 2020). 

The macro-environmental forces are becoming even more a part of Apple's ecosystem 

strategy, investment priorities and innovation capacity. Continuous strategic 

adaptation is needed in order to maintain competitive advantage in the face of 

developments in artificial intelligence, digital regulation and regionalisation of supply 

chains. Thus, the following PESTEL analysis examines the external factors most likely 

to impact the competitiveness of Apple in the future (Teece, 2018). 

As such, this paper will critically analyze the main external forces that impacted the 

strategic resilience and future competitiveness of Apple through PESTEL framework. 

 

Figure 3.1: Apple Strategic Environment Scanning Logic 

Source: Author-generated based on strategic management framework design.  

Figure 3.1 shows how external analysis informs Apple's internal capability 

assessment. 
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3.2 External Environment Analysis (PESTEL) 

 

Figure 3.2: Apple External Environment (PESTEL Framework) 

Developed by the author based on Johnson, Scholes and Whittington (2020). 

3.2.1 Political and Legal Factors 

Political and legal changes are a big strategic hurdle for Apple, as they impact platform 

control, international supply chains and ecosystem profitability. The Digital Markets 

Act (DMA) of the EU and the more comprehensive antitrust scrutiny of the exclusivity 

and control of the App Store and ecosystems that Apple relies on as the core of its 

high-margin services framework is a challenge to the company. This puts a strain on 

the need to re-architecture platform governance and monetisation policies, which may 

diminish the revenue streams based on commissions (Teece, 2018; Apple, 2026). 

Meanwhile, there has been a rise in geopolitical tensions between the United States 

and China, pushing Apple to further diversify manufacturing to India and Vietnam and 

thus away from geopolitical risk into higher complexity and investment demands 

(Apple, 2025a). 
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3.2.2 Economic Factors 

Longer replacement cycles and exchange rate fluctuations and volatility, along with 

inflation, continue to test premium consumer electronics demand, especially in price-

sensitive markets. However, the company's brand equity, loyal customer base and 

growing number of active devices in its installed base of products lowers its 

vulnerability to macroeconomic fluctuations by raising switching costs and producing 

recurring service revenues (Aaker, 1996; Apple, 2025a). 

3.2.3 Social Factors 

Apple's strategies are well aligned with consumer demands for privacy, digital 

wellbeing and trusted technology platforms. Apple's positioning is well aligned with 

consumer demands for privacy, digital wellbeing and trusted technology platforms. 

Apple's approach to incorporating privacy into its ecosystem and product design helps 

build customer trust, boosts its premium brand image, and sets itself apart from rivals 

that have a more data-driven business model (Apple, 2025a). 

3.2.4 Technological Factors 

The biggest outside threat to Apple is technological disruption. Generative AI is no 

longer an optional innovation, as much of the technology landscape becomes more 

competitive with the rapid progress of generative AI made by Microsoft, Alphabet and 

others. While Apple's privacy-focused strategy with Apple Intelligence resonates with 

the brand, its slower rollout than rivals could damage the company's reputation for 

innovation leadership if capabilities are not being developed at the same pace as 

consumer expectations (Maslej et al., 2025; Apple, 2025a; Teece, 2018). 

3.2.5 Environmental Factors 

Sustainability is now a requirement for the technology industry, and a competitive 

advantage. Apple's efforts to become carbon neutral, utilize renewable energy, and 

use recycled materials further bolster corporate image, investor trust, and adherence 

to the ever-stricter environmental laws. This means sustainability plays a part in 

corporate responsibility in addition to strategic resilience over time (Apple, 2025d; 

Porter and Kramer, 2006). 

Table 3.2.5: Apple PESTEL Impact Matrix 

PESTEL 
Factor 

Strategic Issue Impact on Apple Strategic Response 
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Political US–China 
tensions 

Supply-chain 
disruption 

Manufacturing 
diversification 

Economic Inflation Lower upgrade rates Expand Services 
revenue 

Social Privacy 
expectations 

Stronger brand 
loyalty 

Privacy-first 
positioning 

Technological AI competition Innovation pressure Apple Intelligence 

Environmental Carbon neutrality ESG expectations Recycled materials 

Legal DMA Reduced App Store 
control 

Platform adaptation 

Source: Developed by the author based on Apple (2025a) Annual Report, Johnson, 

Scholes and Whittington (2020) and Teece (2018).  

Table 3.2.5 highlights the external factors shaping Apple's strategic priorities and 

capability development. 

3.3 Critical Success Factors and Strategic Challenges 

3.3.1 Critical Success Factors 

There are several important factors that will help Apple achieve long-term competitive 

success and help maintain its premium differentiation strategy. The most important of 

these is the ecosystem integration, with seamless interoperability between the iPhone, 

Mac, Apple Watch, AirPods, iCloud and the App Store generating high switching costs, 

customer loyalty and increased lifetime value. This integrated ecosystem is a valuable 

and hard to imitate strategic capability (Barney, 1991) for a Resource-Based View. 

The second success factor is Apple's capacity to incorporate new technologies such 

as AI, custom silicon, spatial computing, and more without compromising on privacy, 

platform stability, and user experience. Apple does not just compete on speed; it's 

about embedding innovation across the entire ecosystem, enhancing value to 

customers (Teece, 2018). 

Resilience along the supply chain is also a key success factor. Diversifying production 

in India and Vietnam helps to minimize their reliance on China, ensure business 

continuity, and build resilience to geopolitical disruptions and semiconductor supply 

shortages (FinancialContent, 2026). 

3.3.2 Strategic Challenges 

While Apple is well-positioned, it is facing a number of strategic challenges which could 

undermine its longer term competitive advantage if not successfully managed. 
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The biggest hurdle is the fast advancement of AI. While Apple's privacy-first 

implementation of Apple Intelligence contributes to its brand consistency, it may also 

slow down the perception of innovation leadership in the global technology sector, 

which could be impacting its brand reputation (Apple, 2025a; Data Science, 2026; 

Maslej et al., 2025). 

The Digital Markets Act from the European Union demands Apple to make changes 

to some components of its closed ecosystem. The alterations could have a long-term 

impact on App Store commission revenues and the control of the ecosystem, which 

has a high-margin Services business (Apple, 2025a). 

Last but not least, as replacement rates in the premium smartphone market have 

slowed down, Apple must rely on services, AI and wearable devices to drive future 

growth, while hardware will be a secondary priority (Apple, 2025a). 

Table 3.3.2: Critical Success Factors vs Strategic Challenges 

Strategic 
Area 

Critical Success 
Factor 

Emerging Challenge Strategic 
Priority 

Ecosystem High switching costs DMA compliance High 

Innovation AI & Apple Silicon AI deployment speed Very High 

Supply Chain China+1 
diversification 

Chip constraints High 

Growth Services ecosystem Slower device 
replacement 

High 

Brand Privacy leadership Rising AI expectations Medium–High 

Source: Developed by the author based on Apple (2025a), Barney (1991), Teece 

(2018) and Maslej et al. (2025). 

Table 3.3.2 highlights the strategic priorities guiding Apple's internal capability 

analysis. 
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Figure 3.3.2: Apple Strategic Priority Matrix 

Developed by the author based on Apple (2025), Johnson, Scholes and Whittington 

(2020), and Teece (2018). 

Figure 3.3.2 prioritises Apple's strategic challenges based on their impact and 

urgency. 

3.4 Internal Environment Analysis 

3.4.1 Tangible Resources 

Apple's physical assets are the building blocks for continued innovation, worldwide 

growth and high market value. 

Apple's financial resources, global retail network and strategic manufacturing 

partnerships give the company the scale and flexibility needed to enable them to 

continue developing their products and to operate on a worldwide basis (Apple, 

2025a). What's more important is that Apple has more than 2.5 billion devices in 

operation, which are a strategic asset for the company's ecosystem and that will 

generate recurring service revenues and customer retention as well as future product 

upgrades (Rossignol, 2026).The custom Apple Silicon architecture further enhances 

the company's internal capabilities, boosting device performance and minimizing 
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reliance on third-party chip designs and enabling efficient AI processing across a 

variety of product categories (Apple, 2025a). 

3.4.2 Intangible Resources 

The most strategically important resources in Apple are intangible ones. These 

comprise its brand equity that is globally dominant, its reputation that focuses on 

privacy, patents, its software ecosystem, and customer trust. The intangible assets 

are valuable, hard to imitate and hence a more sustainable source of competitive 

advantage than physical resources, according to the Resource Based View (Barney, 

1991). Integrating subscriptions, cloud services and cross-device workflows into 

customers' daily lives is a part of Apple's integrated ecosystem as well. In this 

environment, it has the effect of raising the stickiness of the customer base and also 

consolidates their loyalty and trust in favour of the long-term (Apple, 2025a). 

3.4.3 Strategic Capabilities 

The strategy resources of Apple are only part of the story – they also need to be able 

to combine and use these resources effectively.The ability to orchestrate the 

ecosystem comes out as the greatest strength of the company, where the combination 

of hardware, software, custom silicon and digital services are blended into a unified 

customer experience. This capability helps companies retain customers, cross-sell 

and charge more (Teece, 2018).Monetising services is another strategic capability 

Apple has, and it's the mechanism by which it turns its customer base of installed 

devices into a recurring revenue stream, such as iCloud+, Apple Music, AppleCare 

and App Store services. As hardware replacement cycles get longer (Apple 2025a; 

Teece 2018), this capability is growing in significance. 

3.4.4 Core Competencies 

Table 3.4.4 Core Competencies 

Core Competency Strategic Value 

Premium ecosystem 
integration 

Strengthens switching costs and customer 
loyalty 

Vertical innovation control Enables faster optimisation of hardware and 
software 

Privacy-first positioning Enhances trust and premium brand perception 

Apple Silicon development Improves performance and ecosystem control 

Multi-device user experience Supports customer retention and cross-selling 
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All of these skills allow Apple to compete via a business system instead of separate 

products, giving them the ability to create a competitive advantage that is hard for 

rivals to duplicate (Barney, 1991; Porter, 1985). 

Figure 3.4.4: Apple Internal Capability Ecosystem Wheel 

Source: Author-generated based on Apple internal resource analysis. 

These capabilities are further evaluated using the VRIO framework to assess their 

sustainability. 

3.5 VRIO Analysis 

3.5.1 VRIO Framework Application 

The VRIO framework is used to determine whether Apple's resources and capabilities 

give them a sustained competitive advantage by considering their value, rarity, 

imitability and organizational support (Barney, 1991). 
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The Apple ecosystem of hardware, software, cloud, and Apple Intelligence is Apple's 

most powerful VRIO resource. This ecosystem generates high switching costs, 

recurring revenue and strong organisational support, and is difficult to replicate by 

competitors (Barney, 1991). 

Another key feature that has been added to boost performance, energy efficiency and 

ecosystem optimisation is called Apple Silicon. While useful and somewhat scarce, as 

more companies invest in custom chip development, this may not be an edge that can 

be easily replicated in the future (Apple, 2025a). 

Apple's reputation worldwide and privacy stance also meet the VRIO criteria in 

facilitating premium pricing and customer trust and long-term loyalty. These assets are 

intangible and difficult for competitors to copy, and they have been developed over a 

long period of time (Aaker, 1996; Barney, 1991). 

3.5.2 Sustained Competitive Advantage Interpretation 

However, Apple's sustainable competitive advantage is not from any one component 

of the VRIO framework but is a combination of the right elements from the four: the 

ecosystem integration, the brand equity, the privacy leadership, and the organisation's 

capability. They complement each other, thus providing a “systems advantage” that 

rivals cannot easily match (Barney, 1991; Teece, 2018). 

In contrast, hardware design and processing power are not likely to be the drivers of 

long-term differentiation as the gaps are not likely to be too large and can be closed 

over time. For Apple to create a sustainable advantage, products, services and 

software must be connected into a cohesive value system that is continually improved 

for the customer (Teece, 2018). 

Thus, Apple's future strategies should be on making ecosystem interoperability more 

robust, augmenting AI functionality and more importantly the differentiation based 

upon privacy, rather than solely on incremental hardware enhancements. This 

strategic move will provide the company with a long-term competitive advantage. 

Table 3.5.2: Apple VRIO Matrix 

Resource / 

capability 

Valuable Rare Inimitable Organised Competitive 

Application 
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Ecosystem 

integration 

✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ Sustained advantage 

Brand equity ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ Sustained advantage 

Apple Silicon ✔ ✔ ◐ ✔ Strong temporary 

advantage 

Retail network ✔ ◐ ◐ ✔ Competitive parity 

Privacy 

reputation 

✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ Sustained advantage 

Source: Developed by the author based on Barney (1991), Apple (2025a) and Aaker 

(1996) 

Table 3.5.2 summarises the VRIO outcomes of Apple's key strategic resources. 

3.6 The internal strength and competitive advantage of the company  
From the above VRIO analysis and internal analysis, it could be understood that 

Apple's competitive advantage is not with regard to any product or service but by 

linking its resources, capabilities and organisational processes together into a unified 

ecosystem. This system creates customer lock-in, helps to increase profitability and 

improves strategic flexibility (Barney, 1991; Teece, 2018). 

The company has over 2.5 billion active devices, a platform that could be used for 

recurring services, cloud computing and artificial intelligence enhancements. The 

installed base is not just a measure of product sales, but also a means to monetise 

customers over the long-term and to fuel Apple's Services ecosystem (AInvest, 

2026b).This ecosystem-based revenue model decreases the need to replace 

hardware, increases revenue stability, and increases customer lifetime value.Apple 

Silicon also reinforces competitive advantage by bringing the entire design, 

development and usage of the chip together, enhancing the performance, energy 

efficiency and AI functionality, and minimizing the need to rely on other technology 

providers (Apple, 2025a).Moreover, Apple's reputation and emphasis on privacy 

further enhance the trust that customers have in the brand, which in turn elevates its 

prices and marks it as a differentiating factor in a fiercely competitive digital landscape 

(Aaker, 1996). 

Competitive Advantage Strategic Benefit 

High switching costs Customer retention 

Recurring service revenue Revenue stability 
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Premium pricing Higher profitability 

Ecosystem innovation Sustainable differentiation 

 

Together, these capabilities form a positive feedback loop, or “flywheel,” that makes 

each of them more valuable. This systemic interaction is the reason why Apple's 

competitive advantage is hard for competitors to replicate and forms the basis of its 

strategic longevity (Barney, 1991; Teece, 2018). 

 

Figure 3.6: Apple Competitive Advantage Flywheel 

Source: Developed by the author based on Barney (1991), Teece (2018) and Apple 

(2025a) 

Figure 3.6 shows how Apple's ecosystem flywheel reinforces long-term competitive 

advantage. 

4. CSR and Sustainability Objectives 

4.1 CSR Strategic Alignment 
Corporate social responsibility (CSR) has become an integral of Apple's business 

strategy instead of a philanthropic gesture. Apple's CSR efforts are aligned to their 

premium differentiation strategy, which focuses on privacy protection, responsible 
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supply-chain management, ethical sourcing and environmental sustainability. This 

strategic integration will build trust, increase legitimacy and long-term value creation 

(Porter and Kramer, 2006). The sustainability efforts further underscore Apple's high-

end brand image, as the company incorporates recycled materials, renewable energy, 

and AI that prioritizes privacy into its products and processes. This makes it easy to 

see why CSR can not only help achieve compliance with regulations but also build 

trust among customers, differentiate the brand from others, and give the company a 

competitive edge (Eccles, Ioannou and Serafeim, 2014; Apple, 2025a). 

4.2 Sustainability Goals and KPIs. 
The Apple 2030 commitment to becoming carbon neutral across its entire value chain 

by 2030 is at the heart of its sustainability strategy. Steps towards this goal show that 

sustainability is firmly integrated into the company's long-term planning and not just a 

compliance issue (Apple, 2025d). Apple's GHG emissions have been more than 

halved since 2015, even as the company continues to grow its product offerings and 

services. Apple has reduced its GHG emissions by over 60% since 2015 and is 

continuing to grow its product line and services. Other milestones include higher 

percentage of recycled and renewable materials, growing renewable electricity in its 

supplier portfolio and substantial reduction of landfill waste, and measurable progress 

towards its environmental goals (Apple, 2025b). Strategically, the sustainability efforts 

minimize regulatory risks, strengthen the appeal to ESG investors and support Apple's 

high-end brand image for those who care about the environment (Porter and Kramer, 

2006). 

Table 4.2: Apple Sustainability KPI Dashboard 

KPI 2024/25 Progress Strategic significance 

Emissions reduction 60%+ vs 2015 

baseline 

Regulatory and reputational 

resilience 

Supplier renewable 

electricity 

17.8 GW online Supply chain decarbonisation 

Recycled/renewable 

materials 

24% of shipped 

materials 

Circular design credibility 

Waste diverted 3.6M metric tons Operational efficiency 
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Water savings 14B gallons in 2024 Resource stewardship 

legitimacy 

Source: Developed by the author based on Apple (2025c) Environmental Progress 

Report. 

Table 4.2 summarises Apple's sustainability KPIs supporting its long-term competitive 

strategy. 

5. Big Picture and Holistic Organisational perspective. 

5.1 Rationale for the Balanced Scorecard Framework 
The Balanced Scorecard (BSC) is a strategic performance management tool which 

helps to define the organisation's strategy in measurable terms in 4 interrelated 

perspectives, namely Financial, Customer, Internal processes and Learning and 

growth. The framework is especially fitting for Apple since it is crucial to build a 

competitive advantage that is sustainable by integrating innovation in the ecosystem, 

customer loyalty, operational excellence and long-term financial performance, not only 

short-term profitability (Kaplan and Norton, 1992).The Balanced Scorecard also 

highlights the linkage between the organisational capabilities and the financial results. 

Innovation capability, AI development and employee learning boost internal 

processes, improve customer satisfaction and improve long-term financial 

performance. The framework is especially applicable to assessing Apple's ecosystem-

based strategy (Kaplan and Norton, 1996), since it is a cause-and-effect logic. 



20 
 

 

Figure 5.1: Apple Strategy Map Based on the Balanced Scorecard 

Source: Developed by the author based on Kaplan and Norton (1996) and Apple 

(2025a). 
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Figure 5.1 illustrates how organisational capabilities drive Apple's strategic 

performance. 

5.2 Apple Balanced Scorecard Perspectives 

5.2.1 Financial Perspective 

The financial outlook assesses Apple's capacity to remain profitable and increase its 

recurring revenue service. Services revenue growth, gross margin, free cash flow and 

AI-driven device upgrade rates are among the key performance indicators, as the 

company moves away from hardware reliance to ecosystem monetisation (Apple, 

2025a). 

5.2.2 Customer Perspective 

The customer perspective is about fostering loyalty in the ecosystem and long-term 

customer relationships. These are key metrics such as ecosystem retention, Net 

Promoter Score (NPS), privacy trust and multi-device adoption, which all build 

switching costs and premium positioning of the brand (Aaker, 1996). 

5.2.3 Internal Process Perspective 

The internal process perspective is the extent to which Apple can effectively execute 

its differentiation strategy. Key performance indicators (KPIs) are Apple Silicon 

development, deployment of AI features, diversification of supply chain, App Store 

compliance and progress towards carbon neutrality (Apple, 2025a). 

5.2.4 Perspective of Learning and Growth. 

Apple's learning and growth perspective is reflected in its ability to continuously 

innovate by investing in research and development, its talent management of AI, and 

its design and knowledge capacity for privacy. The capabilities support long term 

competitiveness of the ecosystem (Kaplan and Norton, 1996). 

5.3 KPI Dashboard and Strategic Interpretation 

Table 5.3: Apple Balanced Scorecard KPI Dashboard 

Perspective KPI Strategic purpose 

Financial Services revenue growth Installed-base monetisation 

Financial Gross margin Premium moat defence 

Customer Ecosystem retention rate Switching cost strength 

Customer Privacy trust index Brand legitimacy 

Internal process AI feature rollout speed Innovation responsiveness 
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Internal process Carbon neutrality milestone % ESG execution 

Learning & growth R&D intensity Future innovation pipeline 

Learning & growth AI talent retention Capability sustainability 

Source: Developed by the author based on Kaplan and Norton (1992, 1996) and Apple 

(2025a). 

Table 5.3 links Apple's strategic objectives with measurable Balanced Scorecard 

performance indicators. 

6. Strategic Choices and Implementation 

6.1 Strategic Choice and Justification 
Based on the above strategic analysis, the best strategic course for Apple is to further 

develop a more resilient supply chain and increase the monetisation of services, and 

build a greater AI ecosystem. This is a strategic decision that is consistent with the 

external opportunities and threats identified in the PESTEL analysis, utilises Apple's 

VRIO qualified resources and capabilities, aligns with the Balanced Scorecard 

objectives and strengthens its LTCA (long-term competitive advantage) (Barney, 

1991; Teece, 2018).Other approaches, such as competition on price, or hardware 

growth based on volume, would undermine the high price differentiation strategy and 

destroy Apple's brand positioning. As a result, the most appropriate strategy to ensure 

long-term competitive advantage is to retain ecosystem differentiation and to move 

towards integration of AI (Porter, 1985). 

6.2 Recommended Strategic Choice 

6.2.1 AI-Integrated Ecosystem Differentiation 

Apple needs to speed up the integration of Apple Intelligence throughout the product 

line of iPhone, Mac, iPad, Apple Watch and Vision. The company should focus on not 

only differentiating with AI capabilities, but also by focusing on privacy-first, cross-

device intelligence that would help foster customer loyalty, raise switching barriers and 

boost ecosystem value (Apple, 2025a). 

6.2.2 Monetisation of Services and Installed Base. 

Apple should persist with increasing the recurring revenue streams by improving their 

subscription-based AI services, high-end iCloud products, enterprise productivity and 

developer ecosystem services. This approach decreases the need for frequent 

hardware upgrades and enhances sustainable income (Apple 2025a). 
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6.2.3 Supply Chain Diversification 

Sustaining the manufacturing diversification trend towards India and Vietnam should 

continue to be a key focus to lower geopolitical risk, enhance operational flexibility and 

resilience of the supply chain. This also helps to ensure Apple's long-term 

sustainability and business continuity goals (Apple, 2025a). 

6.3 Strategic Implementation Framework 
It should be implemented in three stages. 

Phase Strategic Activities 

0–6 Months AI capability development, supplier transition, privacy architecture 

6–18 Months Apple Intelligence rollout, AI-enabled services, developer 
integration 

18–36 
Months 

Global expansion, ecosystem optimisation, KPI evaluation 

The effective implementation needs to follow a close collaboration between 

engineering, software, operations, legal and sustainability teams, to ensure that the 

implementation is carried out consistently in Apple's integrated ecosystem. 

6.4 Risks and Implementation Barriers 
Consumer adoption of AI services may be slower than anticipated, regulatory 

uncertainty and intervention may continue to grow, semiconductor supply chain 

limitations, and fierce competition for AI talent could limit successful implementation. 

These risks should be tracked by using the Balanced Scorecard performance 

indicators as well as periodic strategic reviews so that action can be taken in time to 

correct them (Kaplan and Norton, 1996). 
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Figure 6.1: Apple Strategic Change Roadmap 

Developed by the author based on Apple (2025a), Kaplan and Norton (1996) and the 

proposed implementation framework. 

The figure 6.1 illustrates the strategy of Apple for the three years ahead. The roadmap 

illustrates the sequence of capability development, ecosystem expansion and 

performance optimisation to reduce risk of implementation and provide sustainable 

competitive advantage 

7. Strategic Evaluation, Recommendations and Conclusion 

7.1 Strategic Evaluation 
The proposed AI integrated ecosystem strategy was assessed with the SAF 

(Suitability, Acceptability and Feasibility) framework. The assessment shows that 

there is a good strategic match between the company's internal resources and external 

factors (Johnson, Scholes and Whittington, 2020). 
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Suitability: The strategy deals with the competition of AI, the pressure of regulations, 

and the geopolitical risk, while maintaining Apple's differentiation by integrating its 

ecosystem, privacy, and recurring services (Johnson, Scholes and Whittington, 2020). 

Feasibility:  

As Apple owns the finances, the Apple Silicon abilities and the range of the ecosystem, 

they have the funds available to execute the approach, and the risk of execution is 

thus lowered (Barney, 1991). 

Acceptability: The strategy meets the expectation of the stakeholders by enhancing 

profitability, customer value and supply-chain resilience, which is acceptable to 

investors, customers and business partners (Apple, 2025a). 

7.2 Prioritised Strategic Recommendations 
According to the analysis, the following strategic urgency recommendations are 

classified as follows: 

Priority 1: Speed up the development of Apple Intelligence Across the 

Ecosystem. 

Optimize Apple Intelligence across the core devices and services to further 

differentiate the Apple ecosystem and close the AI perception gap. 

Priority 2: Service revenue enabled by AI to be expanded. 

Increase recurring revenue from hardware sales through expanding AI-driven 

subscription and enterprise products. 

Priority 3: Improve and diversify supply chains. 

Diversify supply chains in India and Vietnam, further to minimize geopolitical risk and 

operational resilience. 

Table 7.1: Strategic Recommendation Priority Matrix 

Recommendation Strategic impact Feasibility Priority 

AI-native Siri ecosystem rollout Very high High 1 

AI-enhanced services bundles High Very high 2 

Supply chain regionalization High Medium 3 

New hardware adjacency expansion Medium Medium 4 
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Source: Developed by the author based on Johnson, Scholes and Whittington (2020), 

Barney (1991) and Apple (2025a). 

The priority matrix helps convert multiple strategic options into an executive decision 

hierarchy, making the final recommendations highly actionable. 

7.3 Conclusion 
This report critically assessed Apple's strategic position by applying the relevant 

strategic management frameworks to the external environment, internal capabilities 

and sustainability strategy and strategic implementation. According to the analysis, 

Apple's sustainable competitive advantage is mainly due to its integrated ecosystem, 

its brand and its innovation and regular services that protect the privacy of its users. 

Apple's major strategic threats, according to the report, were AI competition, regulatory 

issues, and geopolitical risks. It called for an AI-powered ecosystem approach backed 

by services monetisation and further diversification of the supply chain to solve these 

problems. Utilizing Apple's current VRIO resources, and effective performance 

monitoring will lead to better long-term competitiveness, value to customers and 

sustainable growth.  
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8. Reflective Account Using Kolb’s Experiential Learning Cycle ( Part B) 

8.1 Introduction to Reflective Learning 
Reflective learning is a critical skill for students to acquire. Reflective learning allows 

post-graduate students to transfer the academic knowledge to the practice of their 

organisations. Kolb's (1984) Experiential Learning Cycle was chosen as it has a 

connection between experience, reflection, conceptualisation and future application. 

This strategic management report preparation helped me to develop analytical skills, 

the skills of evaluating evidence and the use of strategic management frameworks to 

managerial decision making. 

 

8.2 Concrete Experience 
The analysis of the strategic position of Apple was done using the PESTEL analysis, 

VRIO analysis, CSR analysis, Balanced Scorecard and strategic implementation 

planning. It was difficult to sift through the information Apple provides, which is often 

extensive and even contradictory, especially when it comes to the use of artificial 

intelligence and the company's expected competitiveness in the future. As part of the 

project I was exposed to the fact that strategic analysis needs to be done in a multi-
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framework approach instead of a single framework and that I picked up skills to be 

able to identify evidence relevant to strategic decision making as part of the project. 

8.3 Reflective Observation 
The most useful skill learnt was the ability to bring this evidence together to form a 

coherent argument to the point of a strategy. I did not treat the frameworks individually, 

but related external analysis to internal capabilities and strategic recommendations 

and implementation planning. Reading academic papers and company reports also 

helped to build my critical thinking skills and enabled me to see that strategic decisions 

are frequently made in situations of uncertainty. 

8.4 Abstract Conceptualisation 
It was a valuable experience that reinforced my knowledge of the need to match 

external opportunities, internal capabilities and implementation to achieve sustainable 

competitive advantage. I also noted that sustainability and company social 

responsibility are not just about compliance with regulatory requirements, but rather 

are a direct driver to long-term competitive advantage. 

Table 8.1: Kolb Reflective Learning Summary 

Kolb Stage Key Learning Professional 
Development 

Concrete Experience Applied multiple strategic 
frameworks 

Improved analytical 
skills 

Reflective Observation Evaluated conflicting 
evidence 

Stronger critical thinking 

Abstract 
Conceptualisation 

Linked strategy with 
implementation 

Better strategic 
judgement 

Active Experimentation Applied learning to future 
practice 

Enhanced managerial 
capability 

Source: Developed by the author based on Kolb (1984). 

The table lists the contribution made by each step in the cycle of Kolb to academic 

learning and future development of professional capability. 

8.5 Active Experimentation 
This experience will impact my future studies and career. I will focus my attention more 

on choosing credible evidence, using suitable analysis frameworks and provide 

realistic recommendations. These skills will aid in my future career in Banking or 

Management, where strategic decisions need to be made that involve balancing 
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financial performance, transforming the organisation into a digital entity, sustainability 

and stakeholder expectations. 

8.6 Reflective Conclusion 
To sum up, the use of Kolb Experiential Learning Cycle on this assessment helped me 

to become a more effective strategic thinker, evidence-based judge, and integrator of 

a framework. The experience enabled me to go beyond theory memorisation and to 

thinking practically as a manager and apply the same in the future. Consequently, I 

am now more confident to approach complex strategic issues both in academic and 

real-life organisational settings. 
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