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KNOW YOUR 
ENEMY

HAVING A RIVAL CAN BE YOUR GREATEST ADVANTAGE. 

BY JESUS JIMENEZ

omebody had to win. Roger Federer and Rafael 
Nadal had been playing tennis for almost five 
hours, and the sun was about set on Centre 
Court at the All England Club in London. When 
Federer hit a shot into the net to give Nadal the 
victory, Nadal immediately fell to the ground 
in celebration, his arms and legs spread across 

the grass like an X. It was Nadal’s first Wimbledon title, and it ended 
Federer’s five-year, 65-match winning streak on grass courts.

Two months after the 2008 Wimbledon final, Nadal knocked 
Federer from the top of the Association of Tennis Professionals (ATP) 
Rankings, a position Federer had held for 237 consecutive weeks. As in 
all great rivalries, these tennis stars share an intense desire to defeat  
a particular competitor. Federer and Nadal have played some of their 
greatest matches against each other. And that’s not by coincidence. 
In This Is Your Brain on Sports: The Science of Underdogs, the Value 
of Rivalry, and What We Can Learn from the T-Shirt Cannon, L. Jon 
Wertheim and Sam Sommers write, “Something about having an 
opponent gets us to dig deeper, into otherwise-untapped reserves.”

Rivalry “encourages innovation,” Wertheim says. “For all the 
myths in sports, competition being a healthy thing is not myth. It’s 
something that can be demonstrably shown to be true. Rivalry is this 
mega-competition where it’s not just one team against another, but it’s 
very targeted. Both parties have told themselves, This matters more.”

THE RIVALRY FORMULA
Gavin J. Kilduff, Ph.D., assistant professor at New York University’s 
Stern School of Business, partnered with Hilary Anger Elfenbein, 
Ph.D., of Washington University in St. Louis and Barry M. Shaw, Ph.D., 
of the University of California, Berkeley to examine whether rivalry 
affects motivation and performance. In an Academy of Management 

Journal report on their study, they write that three factors create 
a rivalry: similarity, repeated competition and competitiveness. 
Once a rivalry has been established, they say, both parties are more 
motivated to win, pushing themselves to try harder.

Perhaps surprisingly, rivals are often alike in many ways, Sommers 
says. When Nadal and Federer began their professional careers, they 
were young, up-and-coming European tennis stars—Nadal from 
Spain, Federer from Switzerland. “When you think of your hated 
rival, it conjures up this image of your polar opposite, but it ’s not 

that at all,” Sommers says. “To most outsiders, New York Yankees 
and Boston Red Sox fans and the teams themselves have a lot in 
common. There is something about being similar to that other entity 
that heightens rivalry.” 

But there’s more to rivalry than shared traits. For instance, two 
parties must compete several times. “Prior interaction is central 
to rivalry, as relationships are generally formed over time and via 
repeated interaction,” Kilduff writes. Nadal and Federer met for 
the first time in March 2004 at the Miami Masters. Nadal was 17; 
Federer, five years older. Nadal was ranked No. 34 in the world; 
Federer, No. 1. Nadal defeated Federer in straight sets, but not much 
was made of the upset at the time—it was written off as a bad day for 
Federer. Over the next several years, the two regularly competed for 
the No. 1 world ranking.

 “ RIVALRY IS THIS MEGA-COMPETITION WHERE 
IT’S NOT JUST ONE TEAM AGAINST ANOTHER, 
BUT IT’S VERY TARGETED. BOTH PARTIES HAVE 
TOLD THEMSELVES, THIS MATTERS MORE.”
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As the rivalry grew, so did their level of competitiveness against 
each other. Kilduff w rites that “rivalr y magnifies competitors’ 
psychological stakes independent of objective stakes,” which leads 
participants to depart from typical behavior to one that is more 
ambitious and fierce. 

That happened to the two tennis stars in 2007. After losing to 
Federer in the semifinals of the Masters Cup in China, Nadal said, 
“If [Federer] is playing very good, I have to play unbelievable. If not, 
it’s impossible, especially if he’s playing with good confidence. When 
he’s 100 percent, he’s playing in another league. It’s impossible to 
stop him. I fight. I fight. I fight.” 

Today Federer has won 88 career titles, and Nadal has 69. Head 
to head, Nadal has defeated Federer 23 out of 34 times. Think about 
someone in your industry who could push you to work harder. Consider 
the idea of pursuing your own good-natured rivalry to give you an 
extra edge as Nadal and Federer do. 

THE RIVALRY EDGE
W hen similarity, repeated competition and competitiveness are 
in play, rivalry is almost guaranteed to motivate someone to work 
harder to prevail. In 2014 Kilduff published “Drive to Win: Rivalry, 
Motivation, and Performance” in Social Psychology and Personality 
Science. The report detailed his study of long-distance runners 

and their race results, which documented how rivalry can lead to 
an increased effort to succeed. He chose to analyze runners for 
three reasons:

1.  “Competition occurs frequently.”

2.  “There is a fairly clear link between motivation and performance.”

3.  “ Performance is largely independent, mitigating issues w ith 
studying the effects of rivalry on competitive performance in 
team sports.”

As part of his study, Kilduff quizzed 72 runners from a running 
club in the northeastern U.S. Among club members who had run 
at least five times in the last year, Kilduff found that 76.5 percent 
reported a rivalry toward at least one other runner in their area. 
Runners who said they had a rival also said their feelings toward 
that opponent motivated them to push themselves, run harder or 
perform better.

Kilduff then analyzed the results of 112 races from 2007 to 2009 
from a midsized U.S. tow n to see whether these runners really 
did run faster when running against their rivals. Kilduff found 
that in the presence of at least one rival, runners were as much as 
4.92 seconds faster per kilometer—meaning that in a 5K race (3.1 
miles), a runner could improve his time by nearly 25 seconds with 
a rival in the race, as opposed to a race against no rivals. 

AT THE 2012 
AUSTRALIAN 
OPEN, RAFAEL 
NADAL 
CELEBRATES 
WINNING A 
POINT IN HIS 
SEMIFINAL 
MATCH 
AGAINST TENNIS 
RIVAL ROGER 
FEDERER.
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“Rivals have a past history of competition,” Kilduff says. “They 
really know one another. They generally have been evenly matched 
in the past. As a result of that history and relationship, there seems 
to be more at stake psychologically when rivals compete. If you’re 
competing against a rival, you might be very motivated because you 
gain subjective value or satisfaction from defeating a rival [that’s] 
independent of what you can tangibly gain.” In other words, rivalry 
leads to a motivation to win, which generates a superior effort.

Rivalry can have disadvantages, though. Along with giving rise 
to jealousy and tension, Sommers warns that when taken too seri-
ously, rivalry can push people toward unethical behavior. “You worry 
about rivalry if it gets you so amped up that you’re not able to think 
things through carefully. If we’re so motivated to come out on top 
in a particular competition or marketplace, being pitted against a 
rival can be one of those factors that subtly nudges you toward a 
slight form of unethical behavior but then evolves and gets worse. 
It is certainly a double-edged sword.” 

BEYOND SPORTS
Rivalry drives business competitors, too. For years Pepsi has tried 
to sell more than Coca-Cola, IBM has tried to out-innovate Hewlett-
Packard, Hertz has tried to attract more drivers than Avis, and FedEx 
has tried to deliver more packages than UPS. And the list goes on. 

Wertheim says competition shouldn’t be feared. “Having a firm 
that you compete against is a good thing. It helps if both parties 
are part of a consensual rivalry but [consent isn’t necessary].” For 

instance, Google might not see Apple as an adversary, but “[if ] Apple 
is hell-bent on beating Google, it ’s still helpful for Apple,” he says.

Sommers points out that the idea of rivalry was a priority for Steve 
Jobs, the late co-founder of Apple. “It was always very important to 
Apple to have an identifiable rival—sort of a nemesis you’re holding 
yourself up against. W hether that was Microsoft, IBM or Google 
or whoever it was, whether it was real or somewhat manufactured, 
it came to be important in Jobs’ mind to motivate the workforce, 
marshal the troops and get them working hard.”

TECH TITANS STEVE JOBS AND BILL GATES 
RESPECTED EACH OTHER AND THEIR COMPANIES. 

RIVALRY’S EXCEPTION 
Srinivas Rao, author of Unmistakable: Why Only Is Better Than Best, shares the 
importance of individuality. 
Your book advises readers to stop trying to beat 
everyone else. Why do you think it’s important to 
stop competing with others and instead concentrate 
on creating work that no one else can replicate?

Our natural tendency is to look at exactly what 
successful people have done and assume that if we 
do exactly what they did, we will get the results they 
did. The problem with that approach is that it doesn’t 
take into account the fact that there’s one variable 
that throws off the entire equation, and that’s you. 
When we [replicate someone else’s effort], we deny 
the very essence of what makes us unmistakable. We 
deny our ability to give to the world the contribution 
or the art that only we could make because we’re 
too busy looking at what other people are doing.

What advice would you give to those 
who compare themselves to others?

R e d u c e  t h e  a m o u n t  o f 
consumption that ’s going on in 
your life. Shut off the firehose of 
consumption that we drink from so 
you’re not drowning in other people’s 
ideas and actually have time to 
hear your own ideas and cultivate 
and hone your own intuition. If we 
diversify the people we’re around, 
the media we’re consuming and 
the experiences we have in life, our 
perspective starts to change and we 
start to see the world differently.

You write that the future 
belongs to those who are 
unmistakable. How do you 
define unmistakable in 
this context?

Unmistakable means 
that what you’ve done is 
so distinctive that nobody 
else could have done it 
but you. The reason that 
is so powerful is because 
if nobody else can do it 
but  you ,  the compet i-
t ion you face becomes 
irrelevant.
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Potential business rivals emerge constantly, with every startup 
boasting the next big idea. A classic example is Dollar Shave Club, 
inspired by the consumer pain of co-founder and CEO Michael 
Dubin. He hated shopping for razors. “It was a hassle to find time to 
go to the local drugstore, track down the clerk and have him unlock 
the razor fortress. And the razors were always expensive. I knew 
there had to be a way that guys could buy affordable, high-quality 
razors without having to jump through all those hoops.”

In 2013, when Dollar Shave Club was 2 years old, A ndy Katz-
May f ield a nd Jef f R a ider fou nded Ha r r y ’s. Both subscr iption 
services deliver razors to consumers for accessible prices. Their 
3-year-old rivalry is a growing one that pushes both companies to 
improve services. They are disrupting an industry that has been 
dominated by Gillette for more than a century. 

To g row the business a nd disting uish it f rom competitors, 
Dubin says Dollar Shave Club functions as an experience company. 
“Every aspect, from the moment you see an advertisement to when 
you receive your box, is painstakingly developed to create a deeply 
engaging experience. This focus on experience is what creates an 
emotional connection between the consumer and the brand—that 
alone separates us from other competitors.” Harry ’s declined to 
comment for this story.

FIND YOUR FOE
Think about an area of your life you’d like to improve. 

If it ’s your golf game, find someone who matches your skill level 
and play that person regularly. Or if you own a business, fuel a sense 
of rivalry against a competing company by explaining to your team 
how much money the company loses when potential clients opt to 
do business with a competitor. “At the company or organizational 

level, there can be an additional benefit of rivalr y—groups that 
have a visible rival group often experience higher levels of loyalty, 
commitment and identification within the group,” Kilduff says.

At the end of the day, riva ls respect each other. Few people 
understand how challenging it is to become a top tennis player, but 
Nadal and Federer do. Few people know what it ’s like to establish 
a tech powerhouse, something Jobs a nd Microsof t co-founder 
Bill Gates did. Despite their longtime rivalry, Gates wrote a letter 
to Jobs—termina lly ill at the time—say ing that he should ta ke 
pride in his and Apple’s success. Jobs reportedly kept the letter 
at his bedside. 

A rival shouldn’t be someone you hate for being your competi-
tion, but someone you admire, who will push you to be better. “Love 
and hate are not necessarily polar opposites,” Sommers says, “but 
in some respects only a few degrees away from one another.” ◆

JIMENEZ IS THE MANAGING EDITOR OF SUCCESS.

GET READY  
TO RUMBLE
Check out the interesting backstories 
of these well-known rivalries. 

ADIDAS VS. PUMA
The Dassler brothers, Adolf and Rudolf, hit it big with 
their sports shoe company after track star Jesse Owens 
won four gold medals wearing their brand at the 1936 
Olympics. Repeated conflict between the brothers led 
them to split the company in 1948. Adolf “Adi” named his 
company Adidas, now known for athletic performance 
gear. Rudolf “Rudi” named his company Ruda, which 
later turned into Puma, now known for performance 
gear with a more stylish twist. 

YANKEES VS. RED SOX
The rivalry between the two Major League Baseball 
teams began in 1920, when Boston Red Sox owner Harry 
Frazee sold legendary outfielder Babe Ruth to the New 
York Yankees to buy a theater and meet other financial 
obligations. Over the next 84 years, the Yankees would 
win 26 World Series Championships while the Red Sox 
won none until 2004. Boston’s 86-year streak without a 
World Series championship is commonly known as the 
Curse of the Bambino, one of Ruth’s many nicknames. 

MCDONALD’S VS. BURGER KING
To compete with McDonald’s 15-cent hamburger, 
Burger King introduced its 37-cent Whopper in 1957 and 
touted the sandwich as superior in quality. McDonald’s 
responded with the Big Mac in 1968, selling customers 
on a bigger burger. For a half-century, the fast-food 
chains have battled with marketing campaigns and 
new menu options. 

IN A 5K RACE, A RUNNER COULD IMPROVE 
HIS TIME BY NEARLY 25 SECONDS IF A RIVAL 
COMPETES IN THE SAME RACE, AS OPPOSED 
TO A RACE AGAINST NO RIVALS.
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