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OBJECTIVES
This research aims at understanding the cognitive mechanisms through which top managers and decision-makers in a small firm build a mental representation of their firm’s resources and capabilities, and how these representations impact their behaviour.

This central question is, in fact, broad, and exploratory. 
The research that teams of students will achieve in organizations can be broken down into several sub-objectives. These objectives will lead to questions that are detailed later in the document.

The sub-objectives are:

1- Identification of resources and capabilities (R&C) that exist in the firm, as they are perceived by the interviewee(s)
2- Description of the construction of top managers’ image of their firm’s R&C
The objective is clearly not to provide an endless list of resources and competencies (R&C) through a “laundry-list” format. The real goal implies to reach an in-depth understanding of the formation of top managers’ mental representations. To provide insight regarding this ambitious objective, a simple model that guides the orientation of questions is employed

As a consequence, many organizations often have only a handful of R&C which really matter and which deserve full analysis.

You have relative freedom to use the typology of R&C that fits the best with the situation and your preference.
A fundamental distinction is often made between:

1- Resources, considered as assets, “independent” from their use, typically considered as inert assets
2- Competences considered as flows of skills, and built around resources combined in a dynamic way. They are defined as “the ability to achieve an objective, through different tasks generally integrated into a process and based upon the use of various resources logically combined”. Within these competences, some of them have special attributes that qualify them to be “core-competencies”.
In fact, this distinction might sometimes not be made in real firms, and interviewee(s) may mix up the two concepts, describe only one category and consider that the second concept is identical to the first one. Do not be disoriented by such a situation. Collect the information, and in the results, explain which category top managers used, and what confusion they made.
This distinction implies the use of two different typologies, one for the resources and one for the competencies.

If you cannot find any valuable and real core competences, it may mean that the organization has not built the basis for competitive advantages or is largely ignoring them. The reasons could be studied (a cultural cause, some managerial myopia, or a lack of interest in the topic, etc.)

Because of this exploratory nature, this research is not easy; you are going to explore a large amount of information and concepts which are sometimes not clear even for the organization itself. Do not be discouraged or surprised if you have a feeling of “fuzziness”, or frustration, which is often unavoidable in this type of studies. You are working in the young field of RBV research within strategic management and about a small firm’s top managers mental representations. This is not an easy task. Therefore, you may need to make some choices if needed and to aggregate or break down or rearrange variables and data. If you have to, please, just make your choices explicit and justify them. Tell me if you are doing so.
METHOD
This section is organized around a chronological approach of the research.
1- Before the data collection

Before going into the field, you can try to build a clear collective understanding around several notions:
a) Which objectives do you have in your study? Is there any disagreement or misunderstanding among the team mates?

b) Where are you collecting information from within the organization? What level of knowledge do the interviewees have? What is their level of vision and strategic “awareness”?

c) What type of strategies is the organization following? At the corporate level? At the Business level?

d) What are the Key Success Factors in this industry? (A Key Success Factor KSF is a requirement or a constraint imposed by the industry to be successful. It is often customer-related, but not always).
e) What are the fundamental trends of the industry that could potentially reshape the business game?

f) How could you assess pertinently performance in the industry and for this specific organization?

g) Before starting the data collection, brainstorm on a team basis about what could be the main competences and core competences first, in that industry and, secondly, in the organization.

These questions are not directly related to the RBV, but can help you to understand the context and getting familiar with the organization. You do not need to write any conclusion about these questions, except the information required to describe your organization.
I suggest that you write down the material produced after your team brainstorming in an internal memo that you keep during your data collection as the reference (objectives, strategy, performance, probable competences, and method).

The different stages of the method are illustrated in Appendix #1 Method for RBV report
2- Data collection

The questions to be asked are the following:

0- Interviewees’ information regarding age, tenure in firm, education, and exact position in the firm’s structure
Identification of Capabilities
1- Do you think that your organization has competitive advantages?

Can you quote the 3 or 4 most important ones?
How would you define them?

2- Where do these competitive advantages come from?

Let’s call these sources of competitive advantage “organizational capabilities”.
3- Is there a causal relationship between your capabilities and your competitive advantage? If yes, which one(s)? How can you be sure of that?
Sources of Managers/Owners’ representations of their firm’s capabilities
4 How do you know that your firm possess these capabilities?

Let interviewee answer first, then:

Laddering down, suggest without giving the answer:
-from past experience and past events
-from education acquired at school
-from knowledge acquired from readings in management
-from the opinion of other people
-because all firms in the industry have the same capabilities, or it is a requirement to be successful

-because it is a shared opinion in the company, promoted by the owner/founder

What is the firm ultimate objective? Satisfying the organization’s owners, members, or the community?

Please do not enter into the complexity of the different categories of resources and competences because of their volume and complexity. Please, just pick-up the main competences that are likely to build a competitive advantage. The typologies exist only to provide you with a grid of analysis and make sure you do not miss a fundamental competence.

For the data collection, I strongly suggest that several members of the team attend the interview and collect information.

The collection must be double, through notes taken during the interviews, and through recording on an electronic support, to be able to possess and provide the entire interview.

3- After Data collection

Your team has taken notes, and recorded the interview(s). Now it has to process the information collected.

Several steps must be taken:

1- The recorded interview is transcripted into handwritten notes, which ensures that nothing is missed
2- Two students in isolation (they work separately) interpret this material generated during the interview(s) and provide answers to the questions provided. Students reorganize the material, extract the meanings, and interpret.

3- The two interpretations are compared, and discussed within the entire team. Differences are reported in the final document. If a difference emerges, you may make a choice and provide only the answer that appears to be the best. A specific section in the report, called “Validity of material and analysis” will describe these differences, and their subsequent treatment.
4- After the answers are established, the team returns these answers to the respective interviewee(s) for validation. They have to make sure that the interpretation that the team has made of their initial answers is correct, and that the report reflects exactly what they said and what they thought. Their feedback and their potential corrections must be stated in the “Validity of material and analysis” section of the report.

5- After reports have been provided to the professor, he will select a couple of reports and contact and/or make a visit to the interviewee(s) to interview them, and add a third analysis to the existing two (the two members of the team who have interpreted the data from the interview(s)).

4- Team’s reflection
A team may want to add its own feelings and reflection to the analysis.

Do you feel that some elements may have been misunderstood or missed?

In your opinion, what are the main competences of the organization? Can you draw, at least intellectually, an understandable and justifiable link between the competences being studied and the contribution to performance? If not, why?

If the firm has no clue about its competences and core competences, which reasons do appear to best explain it? (No knowledge; no time; not considered as an interesting topic; diagnosis is not useful; other tools exist; bizarre approach that we do not understand, etc.)

But this part must be clearly identified as different from what you have extracted from the interviews. Put differently, the professor must be able to know that these feelings are yours, and not those of the interviewee(s). Therefore, a special section should be set for that; for example, “Team’s reflections”
CONCLUSION
The following requirements are important:

· The team has to provide the professor with contacts (business cards or other means). He should have the information that enables him to further contact the interviewees you have met. That aspect will be explicitly taken into consideration in your grade
· The methodology provided must be carefully followed and its quality is one of the dimensions of your grade

· The team must provide the professor with all the material on a written AND a recorded format (the entire interviews must be available in an electronic format), as well as the feedbacks from the interviewee(s) checking the validity of the team’s interpretation of their answers

Do not get upset if you cannot ask the totality of the questions, because an interview must adapt to the situation, and the knowledge of the informant.

The typologies of capabilities provide help, and can guide you when the interviewee(s) describe their resources and capabilities. They can give you ideas about R&C that would other wise go unnoticed.
For this report, “Quantity” is not the formula for Success! “Quality” is!

Have a great work and enjoy the RBV field!

Do not hesitate to contact me if help is needed.

Appendix 1
The typical structure of the final RBV report
This structure is provided as a guide for your redaction.
I- Introduction
Presentation of the firm and of the interviewees

Origin and nature of contact between the team and the firm

II- Method

Short reminder of what happened and how the team(s) did the job.
III- Results

a- Nature of capabilities according to interviewees

Interpretation chosen by team for interviewee #1

Allen thinks that…”

Interpretation chosen by team for interviewee #2

Interpretation chosen by team for interviewee #3

Interpretation chosen by team for interviewee #4

(The interpretation “chosen” is the one that the team decides upon after discussion if there are differences between the two interpretations of the students. If no differences emerge, the chosen interpretation equates the two similar interpretations of the two students).

Comparison of interpretations across interviewees (Appendix 2)

b- Sources of managers/owners representations

Interpretation chosen by team for interviewee #1

“Allen said that…”

Interpretation chosen by team for interviewee #2

Interpretation chosen by team for interviewee #3

Interpretation chosen by team for interviewee #4

(The interpretation “chosen” is the one that the team decides upon after discussion if there are differences between the two interpretations of the students. If no differences emerge, the chosen interpretation equates the two similar interpretations of the two students).

Comparison of interpretations across interviewees (Appendix 2)

IV- Validity of material and analysis

a- Interpretation differences
Differences of interpretations for each interviewee between the two “interpreting students”
b- Validation of interpretations by interviewees
Document asking for validation and interviewees’ answers

c- Team reflection (optional)
What do you think as a team regarding the material collected. Do you think something is missing, or that contradictions exist, or that some trends or regularities emerge from the material?
V- Conclusion

VI- Appendices

In-extenso transcripts of all the interviews (an electronic format is also required).
These transcripts are the base of the work and provide the exact interview, like a dialogue in a movie.
Additional optional information can be provided, for example about the firm

Appendix 2

A table to compare interviewees’ responses

(“Objective data”, influenced as little as possible by team’s intervention)

	
Interviewees

Questions
	#1

Allen
	#2

Benedicte
	#3

Colin
	#4

Dorothy

	Function
	
	
	
	

	Precise position in firm
	
	
	
	

	Educational background
	
	
	
	

	Age (approx.)
	
	
	
	

	Tenure in firm
	
	
	
	

	R&C IDENTIFICATION
	
	
	
	

	Competitive advantage
	
	
	
	

	Sources of competitive advantage
	
	
	
	

	Evidence of causal relation between competitive advantage and its sources
	
	
	
	

	SOURCES OF MANAGERS/OWNERS’ REPRESENTATIONS
	
	
	
	

	Education
	
	
	
	

	Personal experience
	
	
	
	

	Personal learning
	
	
	
	

	Firm’s beliefs and values
	
	
	
	

	Industry’s beliefs and values
	
	
	
	

	Opinion of other people or groups
	
	
	
	

	Personal beliefs and values
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	


Appendix 3

Managerial Tools to identify/manage competences

Competence Identification
a) Typologies of resources (refer to the RBV  Definitions and Typologies document)

b) Typologies of competences (refer to the RBV  Definitions and Typologies document)

c) VRINE model (a core competence is valuable, rare, not imitable, non substitutable, and exploitable)

d) Other attributes or dimensions of the concept: Explicit  vs. Implicit, Precise vs. General; concerns Exploitation of business vs. Exploration and innovation of new business; and level of analysis.
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� This model was developed by Hodgkinson and Johnson (1994) and states that managers are influenced by several frames of reference: the professional and the functional frames, the individual and national values, the organizational paradigm, and the industry recipes. Therefore, the questionnaire attempts to capture these frames of reference.
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