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I. Introduction

	Topic:
	Core competence

	Research gap:
	1) No literature covering the topic; 

2) unique context of Chinese SOE (shipping) in Hong Kong

	Subject company:
	1) A Chinese SOE shipping firm in Hong Kong;
2) The largest fleet: 45 high speed passenger ships

	Research issue:
	Identification and understanding of core competence of the subject company.

	Research questions:
	What resources are available? 

What is core competence? 

What are the core competences of the firm?

How to interpret the success of the firm with its core competences?

	Methodology:
	Qualitative research approach: in-depth interview, grounded theory, inductive logical inference, emerging theory

	Structure:
	1) Introduction, 2) Conceptual framework, 3) Research design and method, 

4) Analytical framework and discussion, 5) Conclusion, 6) Limitation, 

7) Reflection, 8) Appendices 


II. Conceptual framework 

	II. 1  Literature review

	Wernerfelt (1984) and Barney (1991):

Developing the resources-based view (RBV); the landmark work by Prahalad and Hamel (1990). 

	Wernerfelt (1984):

Companies hold a collection of different resources; and these special resources were called core competences. 

	Barney (1991):

Suggesting the VRIO framework with four tests for core competence; they were namely value, rarity, imperfect-imitation and organization. 

	Boguslauskas, and Kvedaraviciene. (2009):

A firm should first understand its core competences and determine core competence and non-core competence.

	Edgar and Lockwood. (2011):

Three questions were frequently asked by researchers. These were: (1) what are the corporate core competencies? (2) How can they be identified? and (3) what is the relationship between core competencies and other variables?

	Hafeez, Zhang and Malak. (2002):

provided some working definitions on those terms, and proposed a linking mechanism to identify capabilities, competencies and core competencies.

	Hussain, Rahman, and Alam. (2006):

For small companies, there could be five to 15 core competencies.

	Lazarus (2002):

Most international leading firms only built their leadership with just a few core competencies and leveraged these core competencies to achieve global competitive advantage. 

Most important competencies were leadership skills, technical expertise and management know-how.

	Marino (1996): 

Most of a firm’s resources belonged to three categories of assets: physical, human and organization.

	Porter (1979):

Posting five force theory for competition analysis from an external perspective.

	Prahalad and Hamel (1990): 

That internal resources were the sources of competitive advantage. They suggested that core competences should be able to (1) enable a firm to access a wider market, (2) create value for customer through its products or services, and (3) they were difficult to be copied by competitors.

	Prayor, Anderson, Toombs, and Humphreys. (2007):

Strategy implementation was a kind of core competency; because of the fact that many well crafted projects failed due to poor strategy implementation.


II.2 Place of the research issue
The research issue positioned in the area of core competence indicated in red, relating to other market variables within a broader competitive advantage framework as below.
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Figure 1. Competitive advantage framework.
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II.3 Findings of literature review

· There are two views existing on corporate competence: 1) five force, and 2) resources base view.

· A gap imbedded in the field of knowledge of core competence in terms of a context of Chinese state-owned enterprise in Hon g Kong. 

· The researcher would focus on the internal perspective on core competence in red Figure 1 with the views of RVB and RIVO.

This niche has not been covered by literature; since most of the literature addressed the areas of identification, developing, leveraging of core competence in manufacturing and services industries, except the passenger shipping industry wherein SOEs operate, especially with the largest fleet in Hong Kong and in the world.

III. Research design and method

III.1 Methodology

· Qualitative approach: constructivist inquiry paradigm embracing philosophical perspectives from ontology, epistemology, and axiology. 

· The theoretical underpinnings for the study consisted of grounded theory, emerging theory, and inductive approach.

· The approach allows take in-depth interviews with six senior executives based on a purposive sampling from the subject company. 

· A semi-structure questionnaire for data collection

· Questions were: Could you please let me know what are the factors contributing to the success of your ferry operation and management? What are the most valuable resources in your company?  What are the prerequisites of your ferry operation?  What competitive advantages does your firm possess? 

· Six interviews with 45 minutes each were conducted with two senior executives from the board level, two general managers from the operating side, and two general managers from the mechanical side of companies within the group. 

· More than ten open-ended questions were asked.

· Statements were taken through telephone or face to face interview and notes were taken during the interviews. Such notes were then transcribed for analysis. 

· The interviewer did not use recording devices, because it was assured by interviewers that it would have no difficulty to recheck any of the information obtained from interviews.
III.2 Justification
In-depth interview: the effective tool to explore and understand:
· the complexity of reality
· the new system or phenomenon lack of being known

· relationship between undefined variables being studied

· cost-effective and flexibility

 (Mareshall and Rossman 1999; Lee.S.2018; Nummela and Welch 2007; Milena, Dainora, and Alin 2008; Fletcher2017; Hall and Rist 1999)
IV. Analytical framework and discussion
IV.1 Thematic analytical tree

The results of the data analyses were presented in the thematic tree below:
	The thematic analytical tree
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Figure 1 The tree
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IV.2 Data collection

· Applying the adopted methodology in this study;

· Primary data were collected from six senior officers of the subject group company; 

· Interviewees were explicitly advised of the usage of information and the questionnaire of the interview; 

· Interviewees were assured with the disclaimer of any responsibilities due to provision of any information in interviews;

· Any disclosure of such information to any third party or parties shall be subject to written approval from the interviewees.

IV.3  Data analysis

· According to their attributes, the primary data were analyzed, coded and categorized in six categories,;

· Six categories were then redefined as six core competences (six themes). 

· Six core competences (themes) to be further classified into two types: 

1)  conditional core competence (theme): exclusive rights, and facility competence; 

2) cause-effect core competence (theme): marketing competence, process competence, HR competence, and management competence. 

IV.4 Results 

· Six categories: government permits, marketing efforts, tangible assets, technical assurance, HR resources, and management activities. 

· Redefined as six core competences according to the RIVO and RBV of Barney (1991).

· Six core competences/six themes: exclusive rights, marketing competence, facility competence, process competence, HR competence, management competence.

IV.5 Core competence/themes and discussion

a) Exclusive rights: the exclusive operating licenses granted by the Chinese mainland government authorities, including industrial regulators, immigration, and customs. 

b) Marketing competence: the core business activities of a firm, which include decisions, plans and actions in relation to product/services, pricing, sales, delivery channels, promotion, branding, and customers. 

c) Facility competence: physical operating resources. 

d) Process competence: the ability to guarantee smoothness of delivering ferry services including responsiveness to ship engine failures or electrical failure to guarantee personal and property safety, and to avoid economic losses and legal consequences. 

e) Human resources competence: trained and experienced professional navigation officers, engineers. Professional and experienced employees deployed in every part of the subject company.  

f) Management competence: selected and appointed key executives by the parent company in mainland China. 

IV.6 Findings and interpretation
However, these competences (themes) do not operate independently or in isolation, the synergy effect was realized by the management efforts from the business level and corporate level. According to the interview, the present pattern of composition of core competences is developed, evolved and maintained throughout the past years of business. The logic relationship between these two types of core competences is condition-cause effect; accordingly corporate results are achieved through utilization of those cause-effect core competences with effect onto those conditional core competences. In this unique context, these core competences are rare, valuable, and difficult to be imitated by competitors, thus contributing to the success of the subject company. 

IV.7 Significance 

1) To help practitioners and investors better understand the causes of the success of Chinese SOEs; and 2) To contribute to the knowledge on the topic in the field of core competence in the context of Chinese state-owned shipping company in Hong Kong. 

V. Limitation

In the market where the subject company operates, there are other smaller size Chinese SOEs (shipping); and the subject company is the industry leader. The researcher of this study holds that the findings are valid and reliable to explain the causes of the success of the subject company, and to those peer companies; but may not be applicable to Chinese companies in other industries. 

VI. Conclusion

The study identified six core competences and suggested that for a company like the subject firm, it should possess and maintain at least six of those core competences, and make good use of conditional core competence through cause-effect core competences to achieve corporate objectives. The study contributes to the knowledge of core competence in terms of a significant context of Chinese state-owned shipping company in Hong Kong. 

Reflection 

Firstly, 

· Other alternatives can be used in data collection: such as the focus-group or observation methods; because triangulation approach has its merits to further validate the findings of the study; 

· Conducting a focus-group could help to clarify research questions (Silverman 2009); 

· and convergence of evidence or results makes findings more stringent and convincing; but due to time limitation, triangulation method was not performed.

Secondly, 

· However more data from the marketing side are considered necessary, because staff in the front line of the business know more extensively and deeply about market situation. This weakness can be resolved y combining with a triangulated approach, for instance, take an additional focus-group with expanded sample size to include another six or more mid-level management staff; because focus-group or brainstorming could provide insights to the research of core competence of the subject company. 

Lastly, 

· Further data analyses needed on each of the 21 primary data collected, and the logical relationship between conditional core competences and cause-effect core competences; because anteceded researches had not covered these two types of core competences.
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Outline

Part 1 Structure of the paper

Table of contents

Abstract

I. Introduction

II. Conceptual framework
III. Research design and method
IV. Analytical framework and discussion
V. Limitation
VI. Conclusions
VII. Reflection
Appendices
References

Questionnaire

Q1: Who are your customers?

Q2: What are the relevant current operating resources does your company possess? (RVB)

Q3: Could you please let me know, what are the factors contributing to the success of your ferry operation and management? ( Core competence: service quality)

Q4: How can you define the factors you consider as the contributing factors to performance results? (RIVO)

Q5: How do you classify your resources?

Q6: What are the most valuable resources in your company? (Trained crew)

Q7: What are the critical factors in your operation? (safety process)

Q8: What factors are the most important to your daily your operation? (marketing)

Q9: What are the prerequisites of your ferry operation? (Policy)

Q10: What competitive advantages does your firm possess? (marketing, technical, policy)

Time:
Part 2 Conceptual framework

1. Introduction

Topic: Corporate Core Competence

Context: A major Chinese State-Owned Ferry Operating Company in Hong Kong (the subject company)

Objective: to explore the insights on the topic from six key members of the subject company

2. Research problem:

The research problem is to determine core competence in a context of a Chinese State-Owned Shipping Enterprise in Hong Kong; and the research questions are:

Central research question: How to determine core competence of Chinese SOE’s in Hong Kong.

Specific questions:

1) What are the resources available?

2) What is core competence? 

3) How to build core competence?

3. Significance of the topic and the research questions:

· The subject company is one of the key shipping companies in Hong Kong.

· No studies had been conducted on the topic in terms of the unique context.

· The unique context of the subject company: history (more than 50 years), size (largest high speed ferry operator in the world, local industrial leading position).

· Implications: 1) to help the subject company to identify, maintain, and leverage its core competencies to achieve sustainable competitive advantage in the market place. 2) to help the subject company to improve its management and operation for providing better services to the public. And 3) to help investors to understand the management and the operation of the subject company.

· Contribution: To contribute to the knowledge on corporate core competence in terms of a very special context: the largest passenger ferry operator in the world, Chinese state-owned enterprise; and to close the research gap identified as the research topic of this study.

4.Literature review

A collection of about 20 research papers including seminal works from suggested sources (Ebscohost or Proquest etc.) will be reviewed. These articles should be peer reviewed.

Part 3 Research design

1. Methodology

Research approaches:

· Qualitative 

· Grounded theory, emerging theory 

· Inductive

Philosophical consideration:

· Interpretative

· Utility function view from the axiological perspective

Method of data collection:

· In depth interviews conducted by the researcher (overall strategy)

· Six interviewees in the subject company, 45 minutes each respectively. One managing director (top level), one deputy general manager (top level), two general managers from the main subsidiaries, two general managers from the technical sides.

· Ten questions developed by the researcher

Justification of the use of qualitative methods:

· Suitability of qualitative approach to uncover from respondents the underlying motivations, beliefs, attitudes, and feelings on the topic.

2. Data analysis (record keeping, coding, themes, categories)

3. Discussions

4. Setting

5. Management of data

6. Research trustworthiness

7. Research management plan and the progress chart

8. Pilot study

9. Preliminary list of questions

10. Ethical issues

11. Administration of the research: time, manpower, resources allocation

12. limitations 

13. Reporting

Appendix:

· Interview questions

· Interview transcripts

· Consent letters

· Reflection

Appendix B: Semi-structure questionnaire (sample)

	Identification of Core Competence

Questionnaire of Interview (in-depth)

	1
	Part I: Venue and time

	2
	Venue:
	

	3
	Date:
	Commenced:
	Completed:
	Duration:

	
	Type:
	Written:
	Face to face:
	Recording:
	Telephone:

	
	Part II. Particulars of interviewee

	
	Name:
	
	Gender:
	

	
	Company & contacts:
	

	
	Position:
	
	Number year of service:
	

	
	Part III. Question and purpose of the question

	
	Q1: Who are your customers?

    To identify customers.

Q2: What are the relevant current operating resources does your company possess? 

To identify corporate resources (RBV concept).

Q3: Could you please let me know, what are the factors contributing to the success of

 your ferry operation and management? 

To identify core competence (Core competence: service quality).

Q4: How do you define the factors you consider as the contributing factors to

performance results? (RIVO)

   To identify core competences. (RIVO tests)

Q5: How do you classify your resources?

   To categorize corporate resources.

Q6: What are the most valuable resources in your company? 

To identify specific resources. (crew)

Q7: What are the critical factors in your operation? (safety process)

   To identify the critical factors needed for operation.

Q8: What factors are the most important to your daily your operation? (marketing)

    To identify profit generating competence.

Q9: What are the prerequisites of your ferry operation? (Policy)

    To identify the prerequisite conditions for the operation.

Q10: What competitive advantages does your firm possess? (marketing, technical, policy)

To identify competitive edges. 

In the discussion, I should use the relevant theory to explain these themes, for example RIVO, RVB etc.

	
	Part IV. Declaration and disclaimer

	
	Interviewees were explicitly advised by the interviewer of the use of any information of the interview. Neither the whole nor any part of this questionnaire or any reference herein may be included in any document, circular or statement nor published in any way; and any disclosure of such information to any third party or parties is subject to written approval from the interviewees. Interviewees were also assured with the disclaimer of any responsibilities due to provision of any information in the interview.

	
	Signature of interviewer：
	


Appendix C Transcript
	Identification of Core Competence

Transcripts of Interview (in-depth)

	1
	Part I: Venue and time

	2
	Venue:
	Guangzhou

	3
	Date: October 8, 2018
	Commenced: 09:00
	Completed:09:30
	Duration: 30 minutes

	
	Type:
	Written:
	Face to face:  X
	Recording:
	Telephone:

	
	Part II. Particulars of interviewee

	
	Name:
	Mr. Y 
	Gender:
	male

	
	Company & contacts:
	Company G Navigation Group ( a key SOE in Guangdong, China)

	
	Position:
	Chairman, in charge of corporate strategy management
	Number years of service 

 in current Company:
	10

	
	Part III. Interview transcript

	
	Q1: Who are your customers?

A1: Our customers are mainly the tourists and business people using our ferry services from various ports in Guangdong and Hong Kong.

Q2: What are the relevant current operating resources does your company possess? (RVB)

A2: For the purpose of our operation, we have high-speed ships, terminals and port facilities, ship yard, shuttle buses, and internet supported ticketing sales network.

Q3: Could you please let me know, what are the factors contributing to the success of your ferry operation and management? ( Core competence: service quality)

A3: These would mainly include exclusive operating rights awarded by the mainland government, high standard marine navigation safety system, well trained crew, emergency technical support from our shipyard in Hong Kong and the mainland, as well as our reliable internet based ticketing network. 

Q4: How do you define the factors you consider as the contributing factors to successful performance results? (RIVO)

A4: Factors required for the successful performs should be exclusive, with effective and efficient in both marketing and technical competence, and value added. 

Q5: How do you classify your resources?

A5: I would classify our resources into tangible and intangible categories. 

Q6: Could you please explain more in detail?

A6: Tangible assets would include our ships, passenger terminal facilities, shipyard etc; and intangible resources would include exclusive operating rights approved by government, marine navigation expertise by crew, IT based ticketing networks, and branding as well.

Q7: What are the most valuable resources in your company? (Trained crew)

A7: Professionally trained crew and technical engineering staff; because these people provide safe navigation at sea to secure personal and property safety and deliver the transportation services. They are the front line staff to provide our quality services and our obligations as carriers. 

Q8: What are the critical factors in your operation? (safety process)

A8: The critical factor is our daily operation is navigations safety.

Q9: Why?

A9: Because maritime passenger service involves great risks regarding personal and property safety, according to statistics, 85% of marine casualties are collision incidents. We have been keeping very good records in this aspect.

Q10: How to do that?

A10: Because we have a high standards in maritime navigation management system, high standards in ship seaworthy requirements, and responsiveness of technical support at time any where among the service routs, as well as our professionally train marine officers, engineers and cabin crews.

Q11: What factors are the most important to your daily your operation? (marketing)

A11: Marketing. We have built a strong and extensive marketing network including ticketing network, supported by local and overseas travel agents.

Q12: What are the prerequisites of your ferry operation? (Policy)

A12: Government policies, without the exclusive operation licenses for the services, and the support from the local government authorities, including customs and immigration, there would be no business. 

Q13: How long have you possessed exclusive licenses?

A13: About three decades, since 1980s.

Q14: What competitive advantages does your firm possess? (marketing, technical, policy)

A14: Mainly, government policy support, IT based marketing network, trained staff, responsive technical assurance and navigation safety management.

In the discussion, I should use the relevant theory to explain these themes, for example RIVO, RVB etc.

	
	Part IV. Declaration

	
	Interviewees were explicitly advised by the interviewer of the use of any information of the interview. Neither the whole nor any part of this questionnaire or any reference herein may be included in any document, circular or statement nor published in any way; and any disclosure of such information to any third party or parties is subject to written approval from the interviewees. Interviewees were also assured with the disclaimer of any responsibilities due to provision of any information in the interview. 

	
	Signature of interviewer：
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