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Abstract

Recently, the topic of core competence has been discussed more frequently because of the swift changes in global economy. In private sector, a firm would not survive, if it does not possess its unique core competences. This study focuses on identification of core competence of a successful Chinese state-owned shipping company in Hong Kong, which operates the largest ferry fleet in the world. The study adopted the qualitative approach, specifically in-depth interviews with experienced practitioners. The study identified six core competences which are considered as the causes explaining the success of the company. The findings include exclusive rights, marketing competence, facility competence, process competence, HR competence, and management competence. These core competences were further categorized into conditional core competence and cause-effect core competence; and accordingly the relationship between these two types of core competences was identified and explained. Cause-effect core competences create desired results out of the conditional core competences; and these findings help practitioners and investors better understand the causes of a successful major shipping company in Hong Kong, and contributed to the knowledge on the field of core competence. 
I. Introduction

Core competence is the “engine” of operational and managerial activities of a firm. Core competences are the basis for formulating a firm’s competitive strategies for achieving sustainable competitive advantages in competitive environment. Over the past three decades, literature on this topic has been rich and extensive; however identification of core competence in a context of Chinese state-owned shipping company (SOE) in Hong Kong has not been addressed by researches. Since the company, operating 45 high speed passenger ships, is the largest ferry operator in Hong Kong (the subject company); an inquiry on the causes of its operation success is essential. The objective of this study is therefore to identify the core competences of the subject company, which are considered as the causes of the success of the company. The research questions are: what are the resources available? What is core competence? and how to explain the causes of operation success with core competence? The study was conducted with qualitative method, and six in-depth interviews were undertaken within the group of the subject company. After collection, data were then analyzed, coded and categorized into themes according to their attributes. Those themes were further classified into conditional core competence and cause-effect core competence; accordingly the relationship between these two types of core competences was identified and explained. The findings of the study includes a collection of six core competences namely exclusive rights, marketing competence, facility competence, process competence, HR competence, and management competence. These core competences explain the success of the subject company, helping both the management and investors to better understand the performance of the subject company, as well as contribute to the knowledge in the field of core competence. 
II. Conceptual framework
In the literature of core competence, the notion was firstly developed by Wernerfelt (1984) and Barney (1991) with the resources-based view (RBV); and the landmark work on the concept was done by Prahalad and Hamel (1990). Wernerfelt (1984) suggested that because companies hold a collection of different resources; managers should identify those special resources, maintain and deploy them to achieve corporate objectives. These special resources were called core competences. Barney (1991) proposed the VRIO framework with four tests for core competence; they were namely value, rarity, imperfect-imitation and organization. 

For the purpose of this study, the researcher illustrated the position of core competence and its importance implied in a competitive advantage framework (see figure1) wherein those important theories were linked together including the five force (Porter 1979), competitive strategy (Porter 1980), competitive advantage (Porter 1985), RBV (Wenerfelt 1984), and core competence Prahalad and Hamel (1990). In the past three decades, extensive studies have been conducted mainly on the theoretical concept and the leverage of core competence. Take the competitive advantage framework (see figure 1) as a continuum, a firm develops its corporate strategies beginning from identifying its core competences as indicated in red, and these core competences are the underpinnings of competitive strategies, that a firms will use to achieve its operating results. 

Figure 1. Competitive advantage framework

III. 
IV. 

V. 
VI. 
Within this continuum, before the five forces (Porter1979) and core competence Prahalad and Hamel (1990) there are factors should be considered, such as the philosophical underpinnings; and to the right end after the sustainable competitive advantage, factors such as return on equity and other corporate objectives should be considered. Regarding formulation of competitive strategies, there are two different views: under five forces view, competitive strategies are derived from analysis of competition environment; and under the RVB view, competitive strategies are based on corporate core competences. Corporate competitive advantages are achieved through application of appropriate competitive strategies.   
From an external perspective, Porter (1979) proposed the five force theory for competition analysis, and argued that product and industry structure were the determinants for firms to achieve sustainable competitive advantage. On the other hand, Prahalad and Hamel (1990) took the internal perspective, and viewed that internal resources were the sources of competitive advantage. Prahalad and Hamel (1990) argued that core competence of a firm was a perfect mix of resources and expertise of an organization. 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. Wernerfelt (1984) first proposed the resources-based view (RBV), and suggested that management should focus on the specialties of resources to develop its sustainable competitive advantage. Barney (1991) held the same resource-based view, and proposed that firms can have different kinds of strategies, because they have different mix of resources. Barney (1991) suggested the VRIO framework, namely value, rarity, imperfect-imitation and organization. VRIO can be used for sustainability tests. Regarding definition, Edgar and Lockwood. (2011) suggested from the ontological perspective; that 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? Edgar and Lockwood (2011) in one of their studies provided a framework, a guideline and a description to answer these three questions respectively. In one of their studies, they provided a conceptual framework to identify the core competencies; and a description to link the core competencies with the knowledge of a firm. Hafeez, Zhang and Malak. (2002) found the gap that some basic terms regarding core competence should be made clear. They considered corporate core competence as the most valuable treasure for business success. Hafeez, Zhang and Malak. (2002) claimed that definitions on some important concepts, such as resources, asset, capability and competence should be made clearly before a better understanding of some contemporary management theories: the resource-base view (Barney1991), the competence-based perspective Prahalad and Hamel (1990), and dynamic capabilities approach (Teece et al 1997). Through a case study in a manufacturing company in UK, Hafeez, Zhang and Malak. (2002) provided some working definitions on those terms, and proposed a linking mechanism to identify capabilities, competencies and core competencies. They proposed using mapping process to identify core competencies. Hafeez, Zhang and Malak. (2002) supported the view that core competencies were sources of sustainable competitive advantage; and they claimed that their findings and their framework for identification of corporate core competences were generic for manufacturing and service companies. For refining the definition, Boguslauskas, and Kvedaraviciene. (2009) suggested that a firm should first understand its core competences and determine core competence and non-core competence. The authors claimed that core competence and core process were two different things; core processes of a firm were built by using core competencies. They insisted that processes with utilization of core competencies should not be outsourced, because core competencies underpinned sustainable competitive advantage of a firm. In addition, there were some more inspiring views about the definition of core competence. Scarbrough (1998) suggested include organization knowledge as the core competences; and advocated that core competencies theory; and he took a critical study on the core competences framework from an organizational perspective. With focus on organizational knowledge among the key features of resource-based theories, Scargbroguh (1998) argued that organizational knowledge was a valuable resource in the present knowledge-based view of competition, but he criticized that core competencies approach had neglected the factor of organizational knowledge. Scarbrough (1998) proposed a linear model to link skills, competencies and competiveness. He asserted that organizational knowledge should never be negligible, and he pointed out that organizational knowledge was an objectified entity which can be deployed by top management for competitive performance. Such neglect could be one of the reasons why Hussain, Rahman, and Alam. (2006) argued that it was difficult to identify core competence. Hussain, Rahman, and Alam. (2006) conducted a case study in a small private owned company to identify core competencies of the company. Hussain, Rahman, and Alam. (2006) then found that it was very difficult to identify core competencies of such small company, because the owner/manager would not be necessary to strive for making money; instead they might pursue other objectives such as independence, responsibility and personal involvement which were the possible reasons to explain the difficulties of identifying core competency of small companies. Hussain, Rahman, and Alam. (2006) argued that for small companies, there could be five to 15 core competencies, and if there are more than 15 core competencies, such competencies should be considered as the constituent skills; and if there are less than five core competencies, there could be considered as too broad to define these competencies. Marino (1996) pointed out that there was lack of guidelines to identify core competences. Marino (1996) claimed that some international leading companies had achieved their sustainable competitive advantage by guiding and leveraging their unique core competencies and capabilities; but there were inadequate guidelines for practitioner to identify competencies and capabilities. Marino (1996) accordingly conducted a research on how to understand core competencies and their utilization. Marino (1996) then provided such guidelines for practitioners in daily operation. These guides related to firstly identifying and developing core competencies, and secondly the leverage of such core competencies. Marino (1996) claimed that most of a firm’s resources belonged to one of three categories of assets: physical, human and organization. Lazarus (2002) held the similar view and pointed out that most international leading firms only built their leadership with just a few core competencies and leveraged these core competencies to achieve global competitive advantage. In addition to corporate core competencies, Lazarus (2002) suggested that the most important competencies were leadership skills, technical expertise and management know-how. Prayor, Anderson, Toombs, and Humphreys. (2007) held the view that strategy implementation was a kind of core competency; because of the fact that many well crafted projects failed due to poor strategy implementation. The above studies addressed the research questions of definition and identification of core competence from different perspective. 
From the above review, it is obvious that there are two views existing on corporate competence:1) five force, and 2) resoures ase view. A gap imbedded in the field of knowledge in terms of a context of Chinese state-owned enterprise in Hong Kong. The niche has not been covered by literature, since most literature addressed the context in traditional manufacturing and services industries. These authors had made significant contributions to advance the literature by asking the most basic questions about core competence from the ontological perspective; and they provided insights for future studies and a solid knowledge base for this study as well.
III. Research design
This study was conducted with qualitative approach, which included the constructivist inquiry paradigms including philosophical perspectives from ontology, epistemology and axiology (Lee 2018). The theoretical underpinnings for the study also consisted of grounded theory, emerging theory, and inductive approach. The qualitative approach in this study has the following merits; helps to explore and understand the issue in the complex reality, to understand the new phenomenon which is not covered by literature, to explain the undefined variables being studied, and cost-effect and flexible. This approach allows take in-depth interviews with six senior executives based on a purposive sampling from the subject company. A semi-structure questionnaire was prepared for data collection; and the key 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? And What competitive advantages does your firm possess? The research issue and the questions were developed from the literature review, which provided relevant concepts and type of data to be collected for the study. 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. In order to avoid the risk of unnecessary departures from the research issue, the researcher participated where necessary to keep the research interests being reflected. Statements were taken through telephone or face to face interviews, 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 interviewees that it would have no difficulty to recheck any information obtained from the interview. After collection, those primary data, with frequency of the occurrence of topic relevance in interviews, were then analyzed by coding into six categories according to their attributes; and emerged through inductive approach. These six themes derived from the primary data were well grounded as reasons for the operating success, which were regarded as the core competences of the subject company. Interviewees were explicitly advised of the use of information and the questionnaire. Interviewees were also assured with the disclaimer of any responsibilities due to provision of such information in the interview, and any disclosure of such information to any third party or parties is subject to written approval from the interviewees.
IV. Analytical framework and discussion

After data collection, primary data were analyzed and coded into themes, and results are presented as Figure 2 below: 

Figure 2: Analytical framework
	Primary data
	Freq.
	
	Category
	
	Theme


	Government permits
	27

	Government suppt.
	8

	Ticketing network
	26

	Marketing
	17

	Service quality
	10

	Branding
	4

	Tourist leisure
	8

	Business traveler
	8

	Market entry
	5

	Imitation difficulty
	9

	Intangible assets
	6

	Ship
	18

	Shipyard
	13

	Terminal
	12

	Bus
	6

	Other tangible assets
	5

	Mechanical support
	24

	Navigation safety
	22

	Trained crew & staff
	23

	Management
	10

	Leadership
	5


Note: The number of each item of primary data denotes the emerging frequency of the topic with identical attributes during the in-depth interviews.  
With the adopted methodology in this study, data were collected from six senior officers of the subject group company; and the results were analyzed, coded and categorized in six categories, with 21 items, in terms of corporate resources of the subject group company. These categories are government permits, marketing efforts, tangible assets, technical assurance, HR resources, and management activities. The emerging frequencies of each type of resources mentioned in the interviews were coded, with higher frequency meaning higher degree of importance. These six categories were then redefined as six core competences of the subject group company, according to the theories of RIVO (Barney 1991) and RBV(Wenerfelt 1984). These six core competences are exclusive rights, marketing competence, facility competence, process competence, HR competence, management competence. In this study six core competences have the following connotations:
a) Exclusive rights

Exclusive rights refer to the exclusive operating licenses granted by the Chinese mainland government authorities, including industrial regulators, immigration, and customs. These are the most valuable resources for the subject company; without such exclusive rights, the ferry business will not exist. These licenses were obtained because of its parent company in mainland China, which is a key state-owned enterprise with privileges in shipping industry.

b) Marketing competence

Marketing is 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. These activities generate revenue for the firm, and the marketing competence directly link to the competitive advantages and therefore the ability to generate profits. As far as the subject company is concerned, the marketing competence is derived from six factors as mentioned in Figure 2 the analytical framework above. 

c) Facility competence

The physical aspect of a firm is about its tangible operating resources. Physical assets of a firm refer to the tangible operating resources which are regarded as the production tools vehicles to deliver ferry service and value to customers for generating revenue. Advanced production tools are regarded as the critical production force; in the subject company, it consists of an huge capital investment including 45 (owned or rented) advanced high speed ferry ships, nine passenger terminals in mainland China, one shipyard in Hong Kong and one in mainland China, as well as shuttle business. High quality operating assets provide good quality of service; for example, in the subject company, such quality assets like comfortableness on board and appealing appearance of ships, will provide value and satisfaction to passengers.

d) Process competence
This type of competence refers to the ability to guarantee smoothness of delivering ferry services, because ship engine failures or electrical failure will be risky to personal and property safety, and accordingly leading to economic losses and legal consequences. Since the subject company possesses its own shipyards and qualified engineers, and marine officers; risks control in terms of seaworthiness of ships and navigation safety have been maintained up to the highest international standards.

e) Human resources competence

The subject company has been operating this business successfully for more than three decades. Professional navigation officers are well trained and experienced; engineers were trained in foreign original engine manufacturers’ factories. Full supports in terms of technical training from the manufacturers were guaranteed. Professional and experienced employees were deployed in every part of the subject company.  

f) Management competence

Key executives were selected and assigned by the parent company in mainland China to take positions in the subject company. These executives had global vision and experiences in the operation both at home and abroad, enable them to manage the company effectively and efficiently in Hong Kong and in mainland China.

However, these competences do not operate independently or in isolation, the synergy effect was realized by management efforts from the business level and corporate level. Based on their interior logic relationship, these six competences could be further classified into two types: the conditional core competence that include exclusive rights, and facility competence; and the cause-effect core competence that include marketing competence, process competence, HR competence, and management competence. The present pattern of composition of core competences was developed, evolved and maintained throughout the past years of business operation. Apparently, the relationship between these two types of core competences is condition-cause effect; meaning corporate results are achieved through utilization of those cause-effect core competences with effect onto those conditional competences. The interpretation is that that these cause-effect core competences would create desired results on those conditional core competences. Without the cause-effect core competences, the value of those conditional core competences would not be realized. Cause-effect core competences create desired results out of the conditional core competences (Boguslauskas, and Kvedaraviciene 2009). Obviously, these core competences are rare, valuable and difficult to be imitated by competitors; thus contributing to the success of the subject company. 

Base on this analysis, the findings can be construed as that for a successful Chinese state-owned shipping company in Hong Kong, a firm should build, and maintain those conditional core competences, exclusive rights, facility competence; and achieve corporate objectives, through employing cause-effect core competences. By addressing the research questions, the findings provide practitioners with explicit implications in daily operation; and contribute to the knowledge of corporate core competences in the context of Chinese state-owned shipping company in Hong Kong. 
V. Limitation
In the market where the subject company operates as the industry leader, there are other small Chinese SOEs (shipping companies). The researcher of this study holds that the findings are valid and reliable to explain the cases of the success of the subject company, and to those peer companies; but may not be applicable to Chinese SOEs in other industries in Hong Kong.

VI. Conclusion
This study examined corporate resources in a context of Chinese state-owned shipping company in Hong Kong, with an objective to identify core competences of the subject company. The study identified six core competences, which were classified in to two types, the conditional core competence and the cause-effect core competence. The study suggested that for a company like the subject company, 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: 

This study adopted a qualitative approach, which allows take in-depth interview with senior executives of the subject company; however there are rooms to be improved, specifically in the areas of application of data collection methods, sampling, and analyses: 

Firstly, within the qualitative approach, there are other alternatives which can be used in data collection, such as the focus-group or observation methods. The triangulation approach has its merits to further validate the findings of the study, because 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, the research design focused on a purposive sampling on a sample of six senior executive, mainly from the board level, the management level and technical side of the group. However more data from the marketing side are considered necessary, because marketing efforts are purposefully for generating revenues for company. Staff in the front line of the business know more extensively and deeply about the market situations and the strength and weakness of the marketing strategies including specific marketing mix policies. Generally, this weakness can be resolved by triangulation approach, for instance, take an additional focus-group with expanded sample size to include another six or more mid-level management staff. Such focus-group or brainstorming could provide insights to the research of core competence of the subject company. 
Lastly, regarding data analyses, further analyses were 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. Furthermore literature review therefore should be conducted.
Moreover, depending on the purpose and the resources available, a researcher should pursue diligently for the truth with higher degree of validity and reliability.   
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Appendix A: Research proposal

Core Competence: A Study of Chinese Shipping Company in Hong Kong
Outline
Part 1 Structure of the paper
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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 Chinese state-owned shipping enterprise in Hong Kong. The central research question is how to explain the causes of the success of the subject company with its core competence?
The specific questions are:

1) What are the resources available?

2) What is core competence? 

3) How to explain the relationship between core competences?

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 

· Inductive logical inference
Philosophical consideration:

· To use the constructivist paradigms (inclusive of perspectives from ontology, epistemology and axiology)
· 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 open-ended 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

14. 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:

Appendix:

· Interview questions

· Interview transcripts
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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. 

	
	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- Interview transcripts (No. 01)
	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:09:45
	Duration: 45 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.

	
	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：
	


Appendix C- Interview transcripts (No. 02)

	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:09:45
	Duration: 45 minutes

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

	
	Part II. Particulars of interviewee

	
	Name:
	Mr. Z 
	Gender:
	male

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

	
	Position:
	Deputy general manager

In charge of strategic management 
	Number years of service 

 in current Company:
	More than 20

	
	Part III. Interview transcript

	
	Q1: Who are your customers?

A1: Mainly the domestic and overseas tourists and businessmen, we provide ferry services among Hong Kong, mainland China and Macau. 

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

A2: Of course, ships, passenger terminal facilities, and shipyard. We have 45 high speed ferries offering 11 service routs among nine passenger terminals. We also have convenient ticketing network and operating shuttle bus services to extend our services, and we have direct passage to Hong Kong international airport from five passenger terminals in Guangdong. 

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: In my view, the most important factor is the service quality, because now the competition are even more intensified, especially due to the coming commencement of traffic of the Guang-Zhu-Ao bridge, which will affect our operation in the west bank area of the Pearl River in Guangdong.

Q4: Could you please tell me more about your service quality?

A4: Well, service quality will influence customers’ perception of our services and therefore affect customers’ satisfaction. 

Q5: What will you do to provide good services quality?

A5: We focus on the comfortability of our ships, efficient ticketing services, smooth and boarding and disembarkation, quick response to customers’ inquiries, professional expertise for maritime navigation. 

Q6: How do you define the factors you consider as the contributing factors to successful performance results? (RIVO)

A6: Factors should be effective to increase value to customers, effective maintain the market position and difficult to be copied.

Q7: Can you explain?

A7: For factors to increase values to customers, these factors include comfortability on board, responsiveness from crew to customers on board, and different culture experience on board etc. For market positions, these would include our marketing competence. For factors difficult to be copied, these would included government policy, licenses, and our strong technical support from our shipyard. 

Q8: How do you classify your resources?

A8: I would classify our resources into hardware and software categories. 

Q9: Could you please explain more in detail?

A9: Hardware resources would include physical facilities, including our ships, terminal facilities, shipyard fuel supply facilities etc. Software resources would include marketing network, management competence, leadership, trained crew and terminal staff, exclusive service licenses, and government policies, as well as government support from local customs and immigration authorities.

Q10: What are the most valuable resources in your company? (Trained crew)

A10: Human resources are the most valuable, especially experienced marine officers and cabin crew. 

Q11: What are the critical factors in your operation? (safety process)

A11: We put navigation safety in command, everything should be subject to this principle.

Q12: Why?

A12: Because navigation safety means people’s lives and properties as well as our legal responsibilities. There will be no profit and no reason to exist for the company, if there is no safety for customers.

 Q13: How to do that?

A13: We have been taken concrete measures to ensure safe navigation; especially we train our marine officers and crew regularly in accordance with the regulations in mainland China and Hong Kong. And we main our ships seaworthy at all times.

Q14: What factors are the most important to your daily your operation? (marketing)

A14: Effective marketing competence is the guarantee of our profitability, thanks to our extensive marketing network and good cooperation with other business partners. 

Q15: What are the prerequisites of your ferry operation? (Policy)

A15: Exclusive operation licenses and support from local authorities. 

Q16: What competitive advantages does your firm possess? (marketing, technical, policy)

A16: Firstly, more than 30 years’ of experience in the business; secondly, strong mechanic and engineering support, and trained crew; and lastly, the exclusive license and government support.

	
	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：
	


Appendix C- Interview transcripts (No. 03)
	Identification of Core Competence

Transcripts of Interview (in-depth)

	1
	Part I: Venue and time

	2
	Venue:
	Hong Kong

	3
	Date: October 7, 2018
	Commenced: 21:00
	Completed:21:45
	Duration: 45 minutes

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

	
	Part II. Particulars of interviewee

	
	Name:
	Mr. Z
	Gender:
	male

	
	Company & contacts:
	Company C shipping Group ( a key SOE in Hong Kong)

	
	Position:
	Deputy general manager

In charge of marine safety
	Number years of service 

 in current Company:
	25

	
	Part III. Interview transcript

	
	Q1: Who are your customers?

A1: Tourist groups, individual tourists, business travelers from ports in Guangdong to Hong Kong, Macau and vice versa.

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

A2: We have the navigation safety assurance process, ferry operating experience, ships, terminal facilities, shipyard, bus connecting services, ticketing network, and supports from government authorities. 

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: Service quality, exclusive operating licenses, navigation safety competences, and marketing coverage. 

Q4: Can you explain more?

A4: Well, service quality is the core of our services, customers would expect value added from their experience of our services. Service quality would be reflected in several ways, the comfortability of seating on board ships, crew hospitability, safety of the navigation, convenience of boarding or disembarkation, reasonable pricing, easy access to ticketing, reliable luggage consignment, on time sailing schedule or streamline immigration and customs clearance.  

Q5: How do you define the factors you consider as the contributing factors to successful performance results? (RIVO)

A5: Those factors should be unique and help reducing costs or increase revenue; should not be easy to be replaced or substituted by competitors. 

Q6: How do you classify your resources?

A6: I would classify our resources into tangible and intangible categories; or by conditional resources and cause resources.

Q7: Could you please explain more in detail?

A7: I would say that tangible resources are the assets of ships, shipyard, terminal cargo gears and facilities, and intangible resources would include our marketing competence, technological competence as well as safe navigation competence. Those tangible resources can be treated as the conditional resources and the intangible resources can be regarded as the cause resources, they are linked by a condition and cause relationship. 

Q8: What are the most valuable resources in your company? (Trained crew)

A8: I would consider that we have three most important types of resources, they are trained crew and technical engineering employees, and marketing experts.

Q9: What are the critical factors in your operation? (safety process)

A9: I think navigation safety is the most critical consideration. This would include safe navigation at sea and mechanical reliability of ships.

Q10: Why?

A10: Because passenger ferry operation is a very risky business, traffic accidents could be caused due to human negligence in operation, collision, bad weather, rough seas, or mechanical problems. All these would affect people’s live and properties.

Q11: How to guaranty navigation safety?

A11: Frankly speaking, we can’t guarantee, but we would take every precaution before, during and after each sailing to ensure safety procedures are strictly followed. For example, we would perform due diligence before sailing; and during the course of sailing at sea, collision precaution and emergency procedures would be strictly followed; and when completing the sailing, preparation and mechanical checking would be performed for the next sailing. We have been successfully operating this kind of business for more three decades.

Q12: What factors are the most important to your daily your operation? (marketing)

A12: I think that effective marketing is the importance factor for generate revenue in our daily operation. Thanks to our extensive marketing network with travel agencies, we can reach almost all sorts of customers including connecting services for airline passengers.

Q13: What are the prerequisites of your ferry operation? (Policy)

A13: Of course, the exclusive rights for ferry operation and the Government policies, as well as the support of local government agencies. 

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

A14: I would say we are special in marine navigation safety, marketing, technical assurance and exclusive ferry operating rights. 

	
	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：
	


Appendix C- Interview transcripts (No. 04)
	Identification of Core Competence

Transcripts of Interview (in-depth)

	1
	Part I: Venue and time

	2
	Venue:
	Hong Kong

	3
	Date: October 9, 2018
	Commenced: 20:00
	Completed:20:45
	Duration: 45 minutes

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

	
	Part II. Particulars of interviewee

	
	Name:
	Mr. P
	Gender:
	male

	
	Company & contacts:
	Company  C Navigation Group ( a key SOE in Hong Kong)

	
	Position:
	Managing director

In charge of marketing
	Number years of service 

 in current Company:
	30

	
	Part III. Interview transcript

	
	Q1: Who are your customers?

A1: They are individual tourists and group tourist, as well as business travelers; who used our ferry services from mainland China, Macau and Hong Kong. 

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

A2: We have 45 high-speed ships, nine terminals and port facilities, one ship yard, shuttle buses, and internet ticketing 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: I would say that we have the important competence which is the quality of our passenger service. We also have the advanced passenger ships and 24 hours standby mechanical services which are provided by our shipyard as well as our trained crew. Exclusive operating rights and internet ticketing networks are also very important. 

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

A4: I think those factors should be rare, different from the competitors and flexible to cope with the changing environment. 

Q5: How do you classify your resources?

A5: I would classify our resources into fundamental resources and operating resources. 

Q6: Could you please explain more in detail?

A6: Fundamental resources should be assets necessary for our operation, which includes licenses, ships, terminals and shipyard. And those operating resources would include crew, and marketing networks. 

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

A7: I would consider that trained crew including marine officers and cabin crew and mechanical and engineering staff. 

Q8: What are the critical factors you would be concerned in your operation? (safety process)

A8: I would say navigation safety is my most concerned issue in our operation.

Q9: Why?

A9: Because peoples’ lives are invaluable, however the ferry operation is a risky business. Any accident would cost personal casualties and damage to properties. 

Q10: How to do that?

A10: We have been successfully operating this business for more the 30 years, and we have rich experience in marine safety management. We have developed high standards regarding maritime navigation and high standards to ensure seaworthiness of ships. These measures are supported by our shipyard and mechanical staff.

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

A11: Marketing network is the important means to generate daily revenue for our company. We have built a reliable marketing network with cooperation with local and overseas ticketing or travelling agencies. 

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

A12: In our case, operating licenses issued by authorities in mainland China and approval from Hong Kong authorities are the conditions. 

Q13: How long have you possessed exclusive licenses?

A13: More than 30 years. Our licenses are renewable.

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

A14: I would say, IT marketing network, government policy support, trained staff, strong technical support  and navigation safety management.

	
	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：
	


Appendix C- Interview transcripts (No. 05)
	Identification of Core Competence

Transcripts of Interview (in-depth)

	1
	Part I: Venue and time

	2
	Venue:
	Guangzhou

	3
	Date: October 10, 2018
	Commenced: 09:00
	Completed:09:45
	Duration: 45 minutes

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

	
	Part II. Particulars of interviewee

	
	Name:
	Mr. Li
	Gender:
	male

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

	
	Position:
	General manger

Mechanical and engineering
	Number years of service 

 in current Company:
	30

	
	Part III. Interview transcript

	
	Q1: Who are your customers?

A1: Our passengers are from the east bank or the Pearl River, such as Shekou, Lian Huashan; the west bank, such as Zhu Hai, Taiping, and Zhongshan, as well as Macau. Our ferry ships ply among mainland ports, Macau and Hong Kong. We connect major cities and town in Guangdong, and Hong Kong international airport.Our customers are tourists and business people.

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

A2: In my view, we have a complete value chain to provide our services, and we would not rely on external entities to provide the core assets, such as ship, terminal facilities, shipyard, bus and internet ticketing networks. But we need cooperation with external travel agencies and other entities in the same business.

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: I think that the first one is the operating license from the mainland authorities, and the second one is the competence in maritime navigation, and the third one is the service quality which is the unique offer to our passengers in terms of navigation safety, comfort environment on board and on time schedule.

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

A4: I have the opinion that contributing factors should be unique as compare with competitors or substitute services, and should be helpful to create value to customers and should be flexible.

Q5: How do you classify your resources?

A5: Usually there are tangible and intangible resources. 

Q6: Could you please explain more in detail?

A6: In our company, fixed assets include ships, shipyard, passenger terminal facilities etc; and intangible assets include exclusive operating rights, marine expertise by crew, ticketing networks.

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

A7: Trained crew, mechanical engineering staff; because they provide supportive services in case of engine breakdown and safe navigation at sea. 

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

A8: Navigation safety is the critical factor in our daily operation.

Q9: Why?

A9: Because we are the carrier, and by law we have the responsibilities to carry passengers and properties safely to destinations as evidenced by the carriage contract. If we failed to do so, we shall be responsible for all legal and economic consequences. And because the risk nature of this kind of business at sea, we have to pay great attention to ensure diligence in all aspects. 

Q10: How to do that?

A10: Our company has high standards for navigation and seaworthiness of ships, and we have a standby technical team to resolve mechanical problems any time and any where as long as our ships are in operation. 

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

A11: On time sailing schedules, easy access to ticketing, and flexible ticketing policies and well as quick response to customers’ inquiries. 

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

A12: It should be government policies especially in ports in mainland China, and our ferry operation license. 

Q13: What competitive advantages does your firm possess? (marketing, technical, policy)

A13: I think that we have the exclusive operation rights, the train crew, experiences in the industry, mechanical assurance, and sound risk control competence as well. 

	
	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：
	


Appendix C- Interview transcripts (No. 06)
	Identification of Core Competence

Transcripts of Interview (in-depth)

	1
	Part I: Venue and time

	2
	Venue:
	Guangzhou

	3
	Date: October 11, 2018
	Commenced: 16:00
	Completed:16:45
	Duration: 45 minutes

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

	
	Part II. Particulars of interviewee

	
	Name:
	Mr. Zhu
	Gender:
	male

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

	
	Position:
	General manager
	Number years of service 

 in current Company:
	25

	
	Part III. Interview transcript

	
	Q1: Who are your customers?

A1: We have tourists and business people, our service routs bound for Kowloon side in Hong Kong and to Hong Kong international airport from Guangzhou. 

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

A2: We have most advance high-speed passenger ships built with carbon fiber materials and we own and operate passenger terminals in Guangzhou, as well as shuttle buses to connect different hotels in Guangzhou area. 

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: We should have the exclusive operating rights awarded by the mainland government for service routs to Hong Kong and Hong Kong international airport, and rich experience in high-speed ferry navigation management. Our marketing competence is strong and we could reach all kinds of passenger to us our services, and our business is going very well. We shall build more new advanced ships. 

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

A4: I would define those factors as advance physical assets in the industry with high entry barriers by new comers and management techniques and experiences. 

Q5: How do you classify your resources?

A5: I would say they are physical assets as the fundamental resources for our operation and those management skills necessary for running the company. 

Q6: Could you please explain more in detail?

A6: Our physical assets include ships, terminal facilities, shuttle bus etc; and management skills mean safety and risk control systems and experiences of the management. Our management skills would also include marketing efforts and brand. 

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

A7: People, especially qualified and experienced marine officers and crew; and then the technical staff on board ships. 

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

A8: The critical factor should be navigation safety.

Q9: Why?

A9: Because we are carrying people and properties, not ordinary goods on board. So we are very clear about our duties and the risk in this kind of business. We have been keeping very good records in this aspect.

Q10: How to do that?

A10: Firstly, we have strong risk aversion attitude, so we would follow strictly the standards or procedures and laws in navigation. Secondly we maintain high standards to ensure our ships always be in good conditions. And last, we conduct regular training for our marine officers and crew. Our ships are equipped with satellite navigation system, so we can monitor our ships movement at sea. 

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

A11: I think internet ticketing through our marketing networks contribute directly to our operating revenue. We have efficient ticketing system and good cooperation with major traveling agencies at home and abroad. 

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

A12: Of course, it should be the operating license from government authorities Guangdong and the support of customs and immigration authorities in Guangdong. 

Q13: What competitive advantages does your firm possess? (marketing, technical, policy)

A13: Operating license, experienced marine officers and crew as well as our vigor marketing staff, as well as reliable technical support.  

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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