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Abstract

The main aim of the research paper is to develop a conceptual model for services firms in Vietnam. This model
will helps to achieve our research objectives by assessing the resources necessary for service quality
improvement as a competitive advantage strategy inside the company, the role of soft factors (human resources
factors) for service quality improvement, and critical solutions relating to business operating and management
strategy of the company. The arguments are based on the resource based view theory and review of literatures in
regional countries. This coming research will be an in-depth qualitative study using content analytic approach.
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1. Introduction

Many scholars argue that firms are competing in a very difficult and challenging business atmosphere that are
being transformed by many factors, from globalization, technological development and progressively more rapid
diffusion of technology, to the expansion and use of information (Hitt et al., 1998; Cullen, 2002; Alam & Pacher,
2003). Vietnam is in the process of transforming from a central planned economy to market economy. Obviously,
the process of globalization and recent economic recession has also influenced the Vietnamese business
environment significantly and made it become more and more difficult for firms to do business. This is not
exceptional for companies in services sector.

Not much research has been conducted on this matter, especially in the financial services sectors in Vietnam.
Unfortunately, not a single conceptual model relating to resources and service quality improvement has been
found in the Vietnamese business context.

Therefore, the objective of this paper is to look at the resources conditions, and the critical role of soft factors for
quality improvement strategy. This paper constructs a specific conceptual model for firms in services sector in
Vietnam to improve its quality of service as competitive advantages. This research paper hopes to contribute to
existing knowledge by identifying resources condition contributing to service quality improvement. The
conceptual model can be used for future research at the industrial level or between firms within an industry.

2. Key Research Questions

1) What are the difficulties that financial service companies are facing in term of resources for enhancing
competitive advantages and service quality?

2) To what extent do staffs perceive the importance of soft factors (human resources) associated with quality
improvement?

3) To what extent do managerial level evaluate the importance of soft factors (human resources) associated with
quality improvement?

4) What implications does a company need to improve its quality of services and to close the gap between its
managers’ perceived value of soft factor for service quality, as well as employees’ perception?
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3. Theoretical Foundation for the Study - The Resource-Based View

Not much research attempted on examining all aspect of resources factors contributing to service quality
improvement as competitive advantages in Vietnam. Some previous studies of Vietnamese entrepreneurs in
Hochiminh city conducted by Australian and Vietnamese researchers have examined the relationship between
competitive advantages and firm performance (Nguyen et al., 2008a, b). In those studies, they did not focus on
all of the other factors of the company’s resources, but focused more on knowledge sharing (which is part of the
company resource and capability). They argued that the firms’ knowledge management processes are key
contributors to firm competitive advantages (CA) and this CA again can positively influence firms’
performances. Their studies also argue that developing organizational knowledge capability and competitive
advantage, entreprencurial culture is of special importance for firms in Vietnam.

Lakhal (2009) develops a framework for accessing the positive contribution of quality improvement process to
enhancing competitive advantage and organizational performance. The study indicates the connection between
quality, competitive advantage, and organizational performance. More importantly, the company’s quality
improvement can directly or indirectly enhance the firm‘s competitive advantage and strengthen the
performance.

Empirical evidence from literature review suggests that there are some criticisms of the resource-based view.
Priem and Butler (2001) raised some issues of limitations: This theory has limited applications. Various resource
arrangements can produce the equivalent value for companies and as a result would not be competitive
advantage. The position of product markets is weak in the argument of this theory (Barney, 1991). This theory
does not take into account the external factors in relation to the industry as Porter (1979; 1990) has proposed.
According to some critiques, a recognized resource of sustainable competitive advantages is fundamental
uncertainty (Lippman & Rumelt, 1982).

Porter (1990) suggested a National Diamond paradigm for worldwide competitive advantages. His proposal
confirmed a number of key elements of domestic competitive conditions that must all be fostered if a firm’s
success is to be maintained such as demand conditions, government, related and supporting industries, factors
conditions, company strategy, structure and rivalry. Nevertheless, his proposed model did not noticeably address
the decisive factors for enhancing firm’s competitiveness in domestic market competition and for those who are
in service sector to enhance quality improvement. More specifically, in order to overcome those matters, he
created the home based diamond as direction for firms to decide appropriate approach and business sector to
invest or enter. Porter’s diamond paradigm (1990) argues that the home base of an organization plays a
significant position in shaping the extent to which it is expected to achieve advantage. Nevertheless, the question
to be raised from this: why Porter (1990) is discussed in our review of literature, as it is more suitable for an
industrial research and seems irrelevant to a case study of a single firm?

Basing on Porter (1979, 1990), it can be interpreted that a firm should not be seen as isolated entity, but need to
be viewed as existing in an operating environment that being connected with others institutions, facilitated and
supported by many factors (Ritter et al., 2004). This suggests us to look for a theory, which is consistent with
this view. On the other hand, what is the theoretical foundation for Porter (1979, 1990) to be established? For
firms who want to overcome their incapability in enhancing competitive advantages, they need to understand
what made the company success in doing business. Therefore, the question to be advanced from this is ‘what is a
firm’s resource?

Many scholars have argued for the resource-based view (Rindova & Fombrun, 1999; Grant, 1991; Barney, 1991).
Firm is a combination of different resources, abilities, and key elements of core competencies that can be
exploited to produce a good market position (Rindova & Fombrun, 1999). Therefore, resource and capability are
two critical groups of elements to the firm’s success. According to those scholars, two kinds of resources are
tangible and intangible. Barney (1991) and Jackson et al. (2003) recommended a numbers of factors could be
important to the enhancement of competitive advantages using resource-based view. In his investigation, Barney
inspects the connection between a firm’s characteristic quality and performance (Barney, 1991). On the other
view, Grant (1991) depicts resource as company’s assets, knowledge, technology know how, brand names,
employees’ skill, efficient procedures, copyrights, contacts, machinery and facilities and tools. The author argues
that resources and capabilities help establish the basic direction for a firm’s strategy. Unfortunately, few
researchers have attempted to characterize the concept of competitive advantages as observed by Day (1984),
Day and Wensley (1988), and Mooney (2007). By referring to Resource based viewed as a theoretical guidance,
due to the scope of this paper, it touches the question of resources needed as a means to enhance the firm’s
capability.
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More specifically, the research will also address the soft factors (human resources factor inside the resources
conditions). Many researchers argue for the importance of human factors in quality improvement such as Reason
(1990); Wicken, Gorden, and Liu (1998); Abdullah et al. (2008); Lu and Sohal (1993); Rahman (2004); Rahman
and Bullock (2005); and Agus (2001). Rahman (2004) defines soft factor as the behavioral management sides of
the “human factors”, such as leadership, training, human resource management (HRM), employee involvement
and empowerment. According to Abdullah et al. (2008) ‘the quality improvement models such as Malcolm
Baldridge, European Foundation for Quality Management, and the Deming Prize have also identified soft factors
such as leadership, process management, training, communication, teamwork, learning as the key aspects for
effective quality improvement. These soft factors are key elements to quality improvement because they may have
a positive impact on firm performance’. Their investigation proposed four key elements of Management
Commitment, Employee Involvement, Training and Education, Reward and Recognition, which play a critical role
for quality improvement process (Abdullah et al., 2008).

It is important to emphasize that this theory of resource-based view can give explanation how firms can recognize
proper measures to overcome their internal and external obstacles by seeking better access to knowledge,
technology, human resources, financial resources, and better quality of service offered to customers. Those
previous studies and theoretical foundations provide a strong point for firms in different sectors to recognize that
the application of resource-based theory is of special importance. Resource-based theory with specific strategic
objectives could be a key theoretical foundation to construct a conceptual model for successful implementation of
firm’s improvement strategy to enhance business competitive advantages.

4. Conceptual Model

RESEARCH QUESTION 1
Factor conditions (resources)

Issues of company’s assets, knowledge, and technology know how, brand
names, employees’ skill, efficient procedures, copyrights, contacts,
financial, machinery and facilities and tools.

RESEARCH QUESTION 2

Staffs perception about the role of soft factor /human resource for service quality
improvement: management commitment; training & education; employee involvement &
empowerment; teamwork; reward & recognition; & communication.

: RESEARCH QUESTION 4 (gap between RQ2 & RQ3)
[}

[~ Gap between staffs and managerial level/stake holders perceived value of soft factors for
| service quality improvement

RESEARCH QUESTION 3

Managers ‘perception about the role of soft factor /human resource for reforming of
service quality: management commitment; training & education, employee involvement &
empowerment; teamwork; reward & recognition; & communication.

5. Research Design and Methodology
5.1 Research Procedure

Yin (1984) describes the case study research method as an experimental study that examines a contemporary
phenomenon within its real-life context; and when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not
apparent; and in which numerous sources of evidence are used (Yin, 1984). According to Yin (1994), case
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studies can be either single or multiple-case designs, where a multiple design must pursue duplication rather than
sampling logic. Yin also argues that, when no other cases are presented for duplication, the researcher is limited
to a single case designs and a case study is an in-depth investigation, it is not aiming at generalization. It is made
to literature’s contribution and not to populations (Yin, 1994).

The research design engages a qualitative technique includes the gathering and examination of primary data and
secondary data. Qualitative analysis will be used as exploratory study for gaining deeper insight into the
problems. Sample sizes will be depended on the scope of the company (or industry in future research). The
research will employ the content analytic approach for data analysis in looking for themes, common pattern.
Emerging themes or factors will be considered and analyzed using this analytic approach.

6. Discussion

This is a single case study scope, as Yin (1994) pointed out that any generalization of outcomes, from either
single case or multiple designs, is made to literature contribution and not to populations. Therefore, it has its own
limitation in term of size, application (generalization capability).

To this point, it is important to highlight that when existing literature about this issue are still an on-going debate
and not much research topic (applied the concept of Resource based view) has been done in the context of a
Vietnamese services sector, an exploratory study to look into the nature of the dilemma is crucial. Despites its
key contributions, further investigation of this applied research in quantitative analysis is required to test the
conceptual model in larger sample (companies/industries) due to the research’s limitation of scope, times, and
location.
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