Apple Case Study and Sun Tzu
The Art of War was a historic Chinese text relating to military strategy, the book was ascribed  to a man known as Sun Tzu.[footnoteRef:1] He is thought to have been a military leader who set various strategies for war, many years ago around 400 and 320 B. C.[footnoteRef:2] He lived in China many centuries in the past. He wrote the text to show leaders how to prepare for battles, study their rivals and win without heavy fighting. During this essay I will discuss Sun Tzu’s principles and how they relate to modern business today using Apple to base my thoughts on.  [1:    Sun Tzu, ‘The Art of War,’ New England Review (1990), 23.3 (2002), p. 5]  [2:  Ibid ] 

Sun Tzu’s The Art of War continues to influence modern business strategy because its main ideas focus on how organisations can continue to survive and thrive in competitive environments. Even though the text was written for ancient warfare, its ideas about planning, understanding, and strategic placement relate closely to problems organisations experience today. Principles such as ‘knowing your enemy and know yourself’, ‘avoiding strength and attacking weaknesses, and the use of ‘deception’ show how Sun Tzu helps to give companies courage, understand their goals and analyse competitors.[footnoteRef:3] These principles show how a business makes decisions, responds to competition which helps to create long term advantage for the company/business.  [3:  Izzet Kilinc, Mehmet Akif Öncü, and Yunus Emre Tasgit, ‘Sun Tzu’s Principles of War Art and Today’s Competition Strategies: A Relative Approach,’ International Journal of Research in Business and Social Science, 1.1 (2012), pp. 9–11, https://doi.org/10.20525/ijrbs.v1i1.53/] 

Additionally, Sun Tzu’s can be seen as a guide to show how organisations think and act when it comes to working on strategies. His principles focus on planning carefully, collecting useful and relevant information as well as choosing actions that give a significant chance of success.[footnoteRef:4] Businesses must understand the current market, looking out for opportunities and avoiding taking risks that may be costly. Organisations must use these ideas to better themselves and to position themselves better against competitors.[footnoteRef:5]  [4:  Ibid., p. 13. ]  [5:  Ibid., pp. 14–15.] 

A business may study and research what its competitors plan to do and avoid areas where others are strong, keeping their own plans quiet until the right time, to enable them to be successful. An example of this may be a smaller technology company which plan to release a new smartphone. Before launching the smartphone, the company looks at its competitors, studying when they plan to release their products, as well as researching the company’s profit and loss and how many products they have sold, and which ones have been more popular. The company keep their product quiet until launch day so this can avoid ideas and products being copied. This example fits well with Sun Tzu’s ideas about knowing the enemy, avoiding strength, and using deception which can help to guide significant business decisions.[footnoteRef:6]  [6:  Ibid.] 

Furthermore, the Apple case study is a useful example for showing how Sun Tzu’s ideas can be added in modern business. Apple works in a competitive technology market, where companies and businesses must constantly improve their products, adding more features and eye-catching products so they can respond to strong competitors. Additionally, Apple uses careful planning strategies, secrecy, as well as experience around its competitors when making plans for new products.[footnoteRef:7] Apple show a good example of how Sun Tzu’s principles can help a company gain advantage and stay strong over time.  [7:  Apple Inc., ‘Privacy Governance’, Apple, https://www.apple.com/uk/legal/privacy/en-ww/governance/  (accessed 1 January 2026). ] 


Moreover, one of Sun Tzu’s ideas is to avoid strength and attack weakness.[footnoteRef:8] This principle shows that companies should not compete in areas where other companies are more ahead and stronger. Apple works by this principle by purposely avoiding the low-cost area of market. This way allows Apple to reduce direct confrontation with other companies, so they can focus on an area that holds an advantage. It is clear to see that Apple reflects Sun Tzu’s ideas to pick battles with caution and operate in positions that maximise the likelihood of success.[footnoteRef:9] [8:  Michail Ploumis and Costas Kokolakis, ‘Sun Tzu’s Art of War and Artificial Intelligence,’ Comparative Strategy, 44.1 (2025), p. 23, https://doi.org/10.1080/01495933.2024.2445488 ]  [9:  Izzet Kilinc, Mehmet Akif Öncü, and Yunus Emre Tasgit, ‘Sun Tzu’s Principles of War Art and Today’s Competition Strategies: A Relative Approach’, International Journal of Research in Business and Social Science, 1.1 (2012), pp. 11–16, https://doi.org/10.20525/ijrbs.v1i1.53/] 

In addition to the previous, another well-known principle from Sun Tzu’s is ‘know the enemy and know yourself.’[footnoteRef:10] This shows that you must understand your own strengths and weaknesses, as well as other rivals. Apple uses the idea that by knowing what you are good at, such as designing products and gaining customer trust, can all be strengths to help a company strive and stand out against others.  [10:  Ibid., p.13.] 

Moreover, although Sun Tzu’s principles explain how Apple works and their use of certain strategies, there are limitations when reflecting ancient military strategies to modern business. Sun Tzu wrote The Art of War for physical battles that took place, not for worldwide product companies that rely on new ideas and changing customer needs.[footnoteRef:11] Some of Sun Tzu’s ideas, such as deception, are harder to apply in today’s society, however companies like Apple, still use strategic secrecy and market surprise by hiding their plans until launch. Under Sun Tzu’s ideas this comes under strategic ambiguity.  [11:  Ibid., p. 8.] 

Additionally, another significant idea from Sun Tzu’s principles, which help Apple to strive and do well as a company, is Shih, which creates a strong position before competition begins.[footnoteRef:12] Sun Tzu had the idea that the best way to win was to be organised and prepare early enough to be able to have the advantage against other companies.[footnoteRef:13] Apple does exactly that, as its products all connect in some way to each other, having similarities, keeping their products personal; however, their technology improves with each product. and they bring out new products by year, such as the iPhone, iPad, MacBook, Apple watches, and many more, which all connect to each other to save data through iCloud or apps.[footnoteRef:14]  [12:  Ibid., pp. 12–16.]  [13:  Ibid., p. 13.]  [14:  Apple, iCloud, https://www.apple.com/icloud/  (accessed 2 January 2026).] 

This allows customers to buy products knowing there is an easy transition between products with storage and personal data. This encourages customers to stay with Apple rather than changing to another product provider. Apple can gain customers´ trust through a product, making their customers not want to jump brands even when there is a cheaper alternative. This relates with Sun Tzu’s idea of shaping the battlefield early, so success is easier to reach.[footnoteRef:15] Winning for Apple comes with early with organisation, rather than putting up a fight against other companies.  [15: Izzet Kilinc, Mehmet Akif Öncü, and Yunus Emre Tasgit, ‘Sun Tzu’s Principles of War Art and Today’s Competition Strategies: A Relative Approach’, International Journal of Research in Business and Social Science, 1.1 (2012), p. 13, https://doi.org/10.20525/ijrbs.v1i1.53/. ] 

Moreover, moving on with other principles of Sun Tzu, comes the idea of terrain,[footnoteRef:16] meaning that you should understand and know the environment you work in. In The Art of War, Sun Tzu shares that different types of terrain require alternative responses, he believes that choosing the correct environment can lead to more chances of success and victory. Apple does this by picking market positions that sit within stable and long-term advantage, which means that the company can continue to run on terrain that suits its strengths.  [16:  Ibid., pp. 14–16.] 

Additionally, Apple stays away from the term unfavourable terrain.[footnoteRef:17] This is where the market is risky, where companies are trying to lower their prices to stay afloat. Apple keeps itself well within the favourable Terrain as this is where they know they will have more chance of success. Following Sun Tzu’s thoughts on choosing your battlefield works well for Apple, as they always know where to position themselves. This is where Sun Tzu’s ideas help a company to reach its full potential. [17:  Competition and Markets Authority, CMA Confirms Apple and Google Have Strategic Market Status in Mobile Platforms’, 22 October 2025,  https://www.gov.uk/government/news/cma-confirms-apple-and-google-have-strategic-market-status-in-mobile-platforms. (Accessed 2 January 2026).] 

Another significant principle is leadership. Sun Tzu states that a good leader should show five important virtues: Wisdom, Sincerity, Benevolence, Courage, and Strictness.[footnoteRef:18] Tim Cook follows these qualities well, his wisdom can be seen in his ideas to adapt and grow Apple by expanding its services in Apple Tv, Apple music, and iCloud as well as thinking of new ideas when hardware sales slowed.[footnoteRef:19] Cook also shows Sincerity, through Apple’s public commitment to privacy and environmental responsibility, which helps gain trust from customers.[footnoteRef:20] His Benevolence is also shown through Apple’s supplier programs and main focus on employee welfare.[footnoteRef:21] Moreover, Cook shows Courage by making bold decisions, such as removing chargers from iPhone boxes and by having creative ideas that stand out.[footnoteRef:22]  [18:  V. Dimovski, M. Marič, M. Uhan, N. Đurica, & M. Ferjan, (2012). Sun Tzu’s ‘The Art of War’, and Implications for Leadership: Theoretical Discussion. Organizacija, 45(4), 151–158. (p. 153) https://doi.org/10.2478/v10051-012-0017-1]  [19:  Tom Espiner, ‘Is Apple about to expand its TV business?’, BBC NEWS, 22 March 2019 Is Apple about to expand its TV business? - BBC News (accessed 8 March 2026).]  [20:  Apple Inc., Environment: Apple 2030 (2026) https://www.apple.com/environment/ (accessed 8 March 2026).]  [21:  Apple, ‘Benefits’ Apple Careers UK, Apple Employee Benefits - Careers at Apple (accessed 8 March 2026).]  [22:  Apple Inc., Environment: Apple 2030 (2026) https://www.apple.com/environment/ (accessed 8 March 2026).
] 




Cook also shows strictness in Apple’s App store rules and high- quality control standards.[footnoteRef:23] Cooks leadership skills work well under Sun Tzu’s ideas from his expectations for a strong leader. Apple’s strict App Store rules intend to keep customers safe as it uses secure, high-quality apps only.[footnoteRef:24] This gives customers more trust with using Apple products. Even though some developers dislike the rules put in place, they still help Apple to earn more.  [23:  Apple Inc., Apple Leadership: Tim Cook, https://www.apple.com/leadership/tim-cook/. (accessed 2 January 2026).]  [24:  Apple, ‘Apple Platform Security’, Apple Support, About App Store security – Apple Support (UK) (accessed 8 March 2026).] 

Moving on to the ‘36 stratagems’ a well-known historical Chinese strategic text that relate and grow on the principles from The Art of War.[footnoteRef:25] These sayings show a range of indirect tactics such as deception, misdirection, surprise, and exploiting opportunities within the environment. Although the ‘36 stratagems’ were created for military and political situations, their main ideas are still used today. These pieces focus on being flexible, making sure to understand individuals´ ways of thinking, as well as choosing the right time to act upon something.  [25:  Harro Von Senger, ‘Stratagems as a Means of Achieving Justice and Spreading Truth,’ Laws, 12.3 (2023), pp. 1–13. (pp.3–5).] 

Moreover, most of Sun Tzu’s principles do not fit today’s modern businesses as previously discussed, as Sun Tzu tries to encourage secrecy, and deception, and strategic manipulation to gain an advantage. While this has worked in ancient warfare, it can sometimes cause problems for today’s companies. Modern businesses must follow standards when running a business, such as data protection, health and safety, employee and employer rules, and must do so a in fair competition against other companies. If a company were to completely follow Sun Tzu’s principles using secrecy and deception, this could potentially break trust and cause an upset within a business. 
However, Sun Tzu’s idea of ‘deception’ does not refer to breaking laws or acting dishonestly. Instead, it means to create strategic ambiguity, so competitors are left in the dark with the company’s next move.[footnoteRef:26] Apple uses this form of deception through strict secrecy around product development, which helps to build hype and stops other competitors from preparing counter strategies. This secrecy acts like a surprise attack in the market, which Sun Tzu thinks of as key advantage.[footnoteRef:27]  [26:  Izzet Kilinc, Mehmet Akif Öncü, and Yunus Emre Tasgit, ‘Sun Tzu’s Principles of War Art and Today’s Competition Strategies: A Relative Approach,’ International Journal of Research in Business and Social Science, 1.1 (2012), pp. 10–16, https://doi.org/10.20525/ijrbs.v1i1.53/.]  [27:  S. M. Goldfein, Why the Tet Offensive? Sun Tzu Knows the Answer (Maxwell Air Force Base, AL: Air War College, 1994) pp. 3–5. ] 

Even though Apple does use secrecy when planning or launching products, it must still do this by following rules. Sun Tzu’s principles do not always work for every situation, as they were built for warfare, not running companies, which was not formed around rules and regulations. On the other hand, there are also practical limits when applying Sun Tzu’s principles to modern business. Sun Tzu relays strategies in a straightforward manner; however, companies face challenges every day that can be more complicated, and they must be dealt with in a timely manner. 
Businesses like Apple deal with many issues and situations all at the same time, such as customer needs, complaints, worldwide competition, supply chain problems and much more. These challenges do not fit clearly into Sun Tzu’s ways. One example of this is that Apple cannot avoid other competitors that may be stronger or in a good position, as the technology field is overcrowded; they must think of stronger and clearer ideas.
A recent scenario that shows why secrecy is important to Apple was when they accidentally leaked ten products too early, exposing some of their products before their launch date.[footnoteRef:28] This leak removed the element of surprise, which Sun Tzu states is the best way to gain advantage, while Apple accidently exposed their plans early, this gave competitors time to respond and prepare, this weakened the company’s strategic position.[footnoteRef:29] This shows how losing secrecy disrupts and weakens Apple’s strategic place in the market. This allowed competitors to prepare their own marketing campaigns to counter Apple. [28:  Dave LeClair, ‘Massive Apple Leak Just Revealed 10 New Products – Apple Watch 11, New Apple TV, New iPad Mini and More’, Tom’s Guide, 15th August 2025. Massive Apple leak just revealed 10 new products — Apple Watch 11, new Apple TV, new iPad mini and more | Tom's Guide. (accessed 2 January 2026). ]  [29:  S. M. Goldfein, Why the Tet Offensive? Sun Tzu Knows the Answer (Maxwell Air Force Base, AL: Air War College, 1994) pp. 3–8.] 

 Other companies are always looking for ways to improve and better themselves by releasing new products to compete with other companies. This means Apple must quickly adapt and make quick decisions to move forward with their products. Sun Tzu’s ideas do not consider how fast modern markets move with companies constantly updating their strategies, which mean his ideas do not give companies all that is needed to run a successful global modern business in today’s world. 
Apple also must deal with pressure when it comes to being environmentally friendly. Apple has the aim to become carbon neutral by 2030, reduce emissions by 75%.[footnoteRef:30] Apple is also careful when picking their materials for their products; they have 99% recycled cobalt in all their Apple products.[footnoteRef:31] They tend to recycle their packaging to save waste, making sure their packaging is recyclable. They also transport their products and materials using ways that do not create too many emissions, making them an economical company. Sun Tzu’s principles were not set up to correspond to environmental impact.  [30:  Apple Inc., Environment: Apple 2030 (2026) https://www.apple.com/environment/. (accessed 2 January 2026).]  [31:  Ibid.] 




Today’s modern companies must also deal with online reviews, social media, marketing, design. These are important for running a business and must be adhered to quickly for a positive success rate. Sun Tzu’s ideas do not explain how to manage a quick moving digital environment. This shows that his principles cannot prepare a company for challenges of technology, globalisation, as well as public responsibility. Sun Tzu’s principles do help a company to a certain extent; however, they must be combined with modern research, modern tools, and other expertise. 
Sun Tzu principles show that the goal is to defeat the other person to win;[footnoteRef:32] however when it comes to modern business this is not the case or the right path to go down, companies often work in collaborative ways by using the same suppliers and sometimes work together to have a better chance of succeeding. For example, Apple competes with Google in smartphones, however Apple still uses Google apps on its devices.[footnoteRef:33] This shows that business relationships are more complex than defeating each other sometimes other companies can help each other to strive without sharing their ideas and keeping their products completely unique. This is where Sun Tzu’s ways do not completely explain these mixed relationships, as this is very different from a war setting.  [32:  Izzet Kilinc, Mehmet Akif Öncü, and Yunus Emre Tasgit, ‘Sun Tzu’s Principles of War Art and Today’s Competition Strategies: A Relative Approach,’ International Journal of Research in Business and Social Science, 1.1 (2012), pp. 10–13, https://doi.org/10.20525/ijrbs.v1i1.53/.]  [33:  Seneca Cabrera, ‘Google Gemini Al, Apple Siri Could Be ‘Working’ Together To Be the Most Powerful Al Web Search Tool’, International Business Times, 4 September 2025, https://www.ibtimes.co.uk/google-gemini-ai-apple-siri-could-working-together-most-powerful-ai-web-search-tool-1743039, (accessed 2 January 2026). ] 

In addition, companies do not see it as a battlefield as this can make environments and situations hostile if the goal were to defeat each other. It is not about who wins and who loses. Apple’s strong success comes from design, customer loyalty not by defeating other companies in a war-like setting. Sun Tzu’s ways do not consider collaboration and long-term relationships which are always essential for worldwide companies to be successful. Even though these principles are important for how we think and how we go about our actions, they can also limit how companies think and act. 
Handel discusses his views on scholarly debates about Sun Tzu by comparing him with other significant strategy thinkers.[footnoteRef:34] He states that Sun Tzu, like Corbett, mainly focuses on indirect methods such as dividing and distracting the enemy, aligning factors such as alliances, economics, and technology.[footnoteRef:35] This contrasts with Clausewitz in Handel’s text, who argues that the main aim of war is to concentrate force and destroy the enemy in decisive battle.[footnoteRef:36]  [34:  Michael I. Handel, ‘Corbett, Clausewitz, and Sun Tzu´, Naval War College Review, 53.4 (2000), 106–24, https://www.jstor.org/stable/44638894 (accessed 3 January 2026). ]  [35:  Ibid., p. 111. ]  [36:  Ibid.] 

Handel uses these arguments to show that the strategists do not paint a good picture of what effective strategy should represent. Corneli adds another view by showing how modern writers, such as Allen Dulles and Walter Laqueur, have sometimes misinterpreted Sun Tzu’s indirect approach or used him selectively to support their own ideas and thoughts.[footnoteRef:37] These debates link to my essay by showing that Sun Tzu’s indirect approach is not the only way to understand strategy, and it may not suit all modern businesses, such as Apple.  [37:  Alessandro Corneli, ‘Sun Tzu and the Indirect Strategy’, Rivista di Studi Politici Internazionali, 54.3 (1987), 419–45, https://www.jstor.org/stable/42738671 (accessed 3 January 2026), p. 422. ] 

In conclusion, Sun Tzu’s principles and ideas create an easier understanding of modern business and strategies used. His focus on indirect action, careful planning, and looking into conditions and environments before making any decisions and moves can be seen in how Apple avoids direct competition, manages information, and times its product releases. This shows that strategies are positive for creating advantage for the best chances of success like them used by Apple. 

Moreover it is also clear to see that even though Sun Tzu’s ideas were not built for modern businesses, they still give companies positive advantages as long as companies still follow legal standards, as not all of Sun Tzu’s examples can be successful for a global business without causing problems if they are not dealt with in a careful manner. Debates from Handel and Corneli show that Sun Tzu’s approach is only one view of strategy. Other thinkers prefer more simple and direct methods as well as some misinterpreting Sun Tzu’s principles. This means his strategies cannot be used everywhere; however, even though they are useful, they should be combined with other methods and tools, especially when looking at companies like Apple.
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