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I. Introduction 
 

• The topic: Corporate core competence 

 

• Core competence is the “engine” of operational and managerial activities of a company, and 
“crown jewelries” of a firm.  

 

• Core competence underpins a firm’s competitive strategies which enables the firm to achieve 
its sustainable competitive advantage for the ultimate objective of economic benefits. 

 

• The presentation includes two parts: 1)  a literature review on the topic, and 2) a discussion 
on a chosen article on the same topic of the literature.  

 

• The literature review covered a collection of 24 papers in the past ten years including older 
references. And the chosen article is Core competence for sustainable competitive 
advantage: a structured methodology for identifying core competence (subject paper) by 
Hafeez et al (2002). 

 

• The objective of this review is to find out a general view of the topic over the past ten years. 
The research issue is to find out a solution to build core competence for achieving 
competitive advantage in a context of Chinese State-owned Enterprise (SOE) in Hong Kong.  

 

• Key words:  

• core competence, identification, building, leveraging, competitive strategy,  

• sustainable competitive advantage, Chinese state-owned enterprise 
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I. Introduction (continued) 

• The research questions are: What is the definition of core competence? How to identify core 

competence? How to build core competence? How to leverage the core competence? This 

review was lent by mainly three philosophies, the ontology, epistemology and axiology.   

 

• The reviewer would present a framework of related subjects under the topic of competitive 

advantage and a table of topic relevance of the literature for analysis.  

 

• In this literature review,  the reviewer identified a gap based on a unique context among the 

literature within his interests. This gap was about the identification of core competence of  

Chinese state-owned passenger transportation enterprise in Hong Kong; because no such 

researches have been done on this topic (the niche). 

 

• Methodology: Throughout this review, the basic methods used include comparing, 

abstracting, summary, analyses, synthesis, and inference. 24 papers were included in this 

review according to the selection criteria: empirical studies, published in peer reviewed 

journals in the past ten years (including older references). Ten articles in full text were 

reviewed, and the rest of the papers were reviewed in sections of abstract, introduction, 

literature review, results, discussion and conclusion.  
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II.     Literature review 

II.1.   The review 

• Over the past 30 years, researches had been rich and extensive on the topic of core 

competence (Prahalad et al 1990) since the concept was initiated on the basis of resources-

based view (Wernerfelt 1984). 

 

•  The reviewer found useful information and acquired solid knowledge in the literature under 

three categories relating to the topic: identification, building, and leveraging of core 

competence. This literature review provided a solid knowledge base for understanding the 

concept of core competence and its utilization for futures studies on the topic to close the gap, 

and find solutions to resolve the practical problems for practitioners. 
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II.1. The review (continued) 

The framework of sustainable competitive advantage 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Five - force 

Core competence 

and  RBV 

Competitive 

strategy 

Competitive 

advantage ROE 

On this continuum, before the five forces and core competence there are other factors 

should be considered, such as the philosophical underpinnings and assumptions; and to 

the right end after the sustainable competitive advantage, there are factors like return on 

equity and other corporate economic objectives or benefits that should also be considered. 

In this literature review, the reviewer shall focus on the part of core competence.  
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II.1. The review (continued)  

 The table of topic relevance: Synthesis of literature and niche 

 

 Paper 
 

Categories 

No 

 

Context Identification Building Leveraging 

 

1 Definition Prahalad et al (1990) 

2 Conceptual framework Edgai et al (2011) 

3 Technology and innovation Ball (1973) 

4 Definition and framework Hafeez et al (2002) 

5 Core process  Boguslauskas et al 
 (2009) 

6 Organizational knowledge Scarbrough (1998) 

7 Small firms Hussain et al (2006) 

8 Guidelines Marino (1996) 

9 Quantity of elements Lazarus (2002) 

10 Implementation Prayor et al (2007) 
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II.1. The review (continued)  

The table of topic relevance: Synthesis of literature and niche 

Paper 
 

Categories 

No 

 

Context Identification Building Leveraging 

 

11 Critical competence Srivastava (2005) 

12 Integrated conceptual 

model 
Liu (2012) 

13 Outsourcing  Mascarenhas et at 
(1998) 

14 Integration Chawla (2015) 

15 Partnership Sun (2013) 

16 FDI Diez (2014) 

17 Micro-multinationals Johnson et al 
 (2014) 

18 HR development Clardy ( 2007) 

19 Context-dependency Ljungquist 

(2007) 

20 Auto industries in SEA Hsu et al (2014) Hsu et al (2014) 
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II.1.The review (continued)  

   The table of topic relevance: Synthesis of literature and niche 

 
Paper 

 

Categories 

No 

 

Context Identification Building Leveraging 

 

21 Management of core 

compt. 
Barney 

(1991). 

22 Air cargo forwarding Cheng et al 

(2007) 

23 Risk of outsourcing Mehta et al 

(2007) 

24 Green core competence Trott (2009) 

Identification of gap/ niche for further studies: 

Context: 

Passenger ferry services by Chinese 

state-owned enterprise in Hong 

Kong 

Niche exist Niche exist Niche exist 
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II.1. The review (continued)  

        Category analysis of literature  

 

 

 

 

 

 

According to the tables above, it was salient that researches on core competences in terms of identification 
and building took a substantial percentage (83%) in the study of core competence; and the study in terms of 
leverage of core competence took only 17%. These facts revealed three implications: 1) more efforts had 
been made to the study of the core competence in terms of identification and building, 2) there were still 
plenty of rooms for further studies in terms of context or methodologies in the first two categories, and 3) 
there will be a boom in study in terms of leveraging core competence in future, when studies gradually fill 
up gaps appeared in identification and building of core competence, and after such knowledge were 
accumulated and built up. The table above could serve as a negative list, where any topics which were not 
included in the table could be gaps for future studies in terms of category, context or methodology etc. 

 

The table shows in the literature what had been done; what had not been done; and what we can do in 
future. It also provides an organized and solid base of knowledge about core competence. 

 

The reviewer identified a significant gap in the literature under review, which is in the domain of 
reviewer’s interest, the study of core competence of passenger ferry services by Chinese state-owned 
enterprise in Hong Kong. 

 

 

Category Identification Building Leveraging Total 

Number of paper 10 10 4 24 

Percentage 0.415 0.415 0.17 1.00 
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II.2. Philosophical considerations 

Many researchers may agree that philosophies underpin the study of core competence. 

Firstly, Over the past years, researchers mainly concentrated their studies on 

identification and building of core competence(ontology). Secondly, from the 

axiological perspective, the findings of a study or the new knowledge should be of 

significant value both to the literature as a whole, and practitioners in the private 

sector. The contribution or significance of such studies should be of a high degree of 

utility function to the research community and the users; otherwise, studies would not 

be worth to undertake. Thirdly, 91% of the studies (22 cases) used qualitative 

methods in research, which should be considered as sensible and adequate. According 

to the Subjective – Objective Continuum proposed by Morgan, G. and Smircich, L. 

(1980), it can be interpreted as that researchers holding the view of core competence 

as insiders (Emic perspectives), they took a stance to the left of the continuum of 

subjective, who favored on the process of human being’s interpretation of the reality 

of social phenomenon. These researchers mainly took qualitative research methods in 

their studies, which constituted as 91% of this review. Certainly, they were also 

considered as having the positivist epistemology. 
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II.3. Conclusions 

The reviewer found useful information and acquired solid knowledge in literature under three 

categories relating to the topic: identification, building, and utilization of core competence. 

This literature review provided a solid knowledge base for understanding the theory of core 

competence and its utilization for futures studies on the topic to close the gap, and find solutions 

to resolve practical problems for practitioners. 
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III.    Discussion on the chosen article 

III.1. Format and conventions 

The title of the article is Core competence for sustainable competitive advantage: a 

structured methodology for identifying core competence (subject paper) by Hafeez et 

al (2002).  

 

Title and abstract  

The title was considered as appropriate. The title consists two parts: the topic and the 

controlling idea. The title was well defined with a manageable topic and a clear 

defined context for developing research questions. This section has been adequately 

prepared and very straight forward. 

 

Introduction 

In the traditional section of introduction, the authors provided the back ground of the 

research, the objective and methodology of the research, and the relationship with 

other theories. The authors addressed the reasons of their research leading to the 

significance of their gaps study. The authors then justified their reasons. They 

explained the categorizing of corporate core competences and the provision of a 

framework of identification of core competences; and also explained the relationship 

between assets, capabilities, competences and core competencies. This section has 

been adequately prepared and very straight forward. It provided a solid path forward 

to lead audience to the main body of the paper. 
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III.1. Format and conventions (continued)  

    Literature review 

In the literature review section, the authors did not use the conventional title, 

literature review as the title for this section, instead, the authors used four 

subtitles under this literature section, namely; 1) new waves of strategic 

management, 2) capability is formed by the integration of resources, 3) firm 

competencies are special capabilities, and 4) core competencies are flexible. 

The reviewer considered it as not appropriated. 

 

Methodology 

The methodology section came as the next. The power of objectivism of the 

quantitative analysis lies in its variance analysis which can reduce human’s 

subjective bias. The major problem of this subject paper was the methodology 

deployed by the authors. From the analysis of this subject paper, the reviewer 

would consider that there were several major problems which would undermine 

the credibility of the study, because the instrument was not acceptable and the 

reporting did not refer to statistics in terms of mean, standard deviations, 

respondent rates etc. The reviewer consider that other methods like multiple 

regression or correlation methods may be considered in this case. 
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III.2. Philosophical considerations 

 
The reviewer considered that the subject paper was logically clear; but the findings 

were not adequately proved in term of the lack of quantitative support for 

objectivism. The authors concluded that the core competence of the case company 

were promotion and customers services, and they took these two as generic core 

competences for manufacturing and service companies. The reviewer held that the 

reliability of the findings remains to be seen. The authors conducted the study from 

the ontological perspective, and applied a historical analysis approach. The authors 

took a much more subjective stance by just taking the qualitative methodology.  
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III.3.  Conclusion  

The subject paper was logically well organized and coherence to the main research 

issue for the purpose to define some important terms, and establish relationship 

between resources, core competence and competitive advantage, as well as develop 

a framework for identification of core competence. However, due to the obvious 

defects in the application of research approaches and techniques, the reliability and 

validity of the results and findings remain to be seen. 
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