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The process of competition among firms can be described as a causal-consecutive sequence "sources of competitive advantage ( forms of competitive advantage ( performance". The scientific literature usually discusses four basic schools about the sources of competitive advantage of a firm, namely the industrial organization school, the resource-based school, the capability-based school, and the knowledge-based school. Although the competitive advantage can take many different forms they can all be roughly classified into only two groups, i.e. the price advantage and the differentiation advantage. In our empirical research (based on a sample of 225 Slovenian firms) we examine how sources and forms of competitive advantage differ among different groups of firms where these groups are defined according to the firms' basic characteristics such as sector, size, age, type and nationality of ownership, and sales markets. It can be concluded that these characteristics mostly have little influence on the sources and forms of competitive advantage, although some statistically significant differences, especially with regard to a firms' size, type of ownership, and sales markets, do exist.

1. INTRODUCTION
In order to build the competitive advantage of a firm, certain sources of competitive advantage must exist. Once a firm possesses such sources and knows how to transfer them into at least one of the forms of competitive advantage, it can reasonably expect to be successful. The scientific literature usually discusses four basic schools concerning the sources of competitive advantage, i.e. the industrial organization school, the resource-based school, the capability-based school and the knowledge-based school, and two fundamental forms of competitive advantage, i.e. lower price (costs) and differentiation. 
The purpose of this paper is to analyze the influence of a firm's basic characteristics such as sector appurtenance, size, age, type and nationality of ownership and sales markets on the relevance of the sources and forms of competitive advantage. Our objectives can be defined on a theoretical as well as a pragmatic level. The theoretical objective focuses on potential contribution to the existing strategic management theory by discovering the bases for competing in different groups of firms in the Slovenian (post)transitional business environment. On the other hand, our pragmatic objective is to assist general managers in (post)transitional firms in their strategic decision making by offering them additional insights into the relationship between a firm's size, age, ownership, etc. on the one hand and the sources and forms of competitive advantage on the other.

To be able to reach the above mentioned objectives we have first carefully studied the relevant scientific literature, including the findings of the similar empirical studies. By applying the description, analysis, deduction, elimination and synthesis (as well as some other) scientific methods we have developed the theoretical basis needed for empirical investigation. 
The empirical material (for 225 Slovenian firms
) collected by a questionnaire as the main research instrument has been enlarged by other relevant data accessible in public databases. Beside the introductory and concluding part, the research report in this paper consists of three main parts. After briefly reviewing the relevant theory on the sources and forms of competitive advantage, the methodological approach is explained in greater detail. Following this, the empirical findings and discussion (i.e. comparing the empirical evidence with some theoretical findings) are presented.

2. SOURCES AND FORMS OF A FIRM'S COMPETITIVE ADVANTAGE
2.1. Four schools of thought on the sources of a firm's competitive advantage
Within the industrial organization school there are at least two different views of the origin of a firm's competitive advantage. On one side, there are advocates (for example Mason, 1939; Bain, 1956) of the so-called classical industrial organization school who claim that a firm can neither influence industry conditions nor its own performance (Lado, Boyd, Wright, 1992; Gadhoum, 1998). In this context, the competitive advantage is sourced in external sources (i.e. it is determined by the characteristics of the environment) rather than in internal sources. External sources are especially the structural parameters of the industry such as the bargaining power of suppliers, the bargaining power of buyers, the threat of new entrants, the threat of substitute products or services, and current competition within the industry (Porter, 1979) and, at least for those firms that mostly compete against foreign competitors, the basic characteristics of the nation like domestic demand conditions, domestic factor conditions, related and supporting industries within the economy, and domestic rivalry (Porter, 1990). On the other side, there is a modified framework advanced by a new group of industrial organization scholars which recognizes that firms have a certain influence on the relationship between industry structure and a firm's performance (Hansen, Wernerfelt, 1989). According to Porter (1981), there are some fundamental parameters of industry but, within those parameters, industrial evolution can take many paths depending (among other things) on the strategic choices firms actually make. In other words, a firm can have an important influence on creating its own competitive advantage (Gadhoum, 1998).

In complete contrast to the industrial organization school are the resource-based, the capability-based and the knowledge-based schools which all emphasize the internal sources of competitive advantage. This means a competitive advantage is proactively created by firms through the accumulation of unique resources, capabilities and knowledge. The resource-based school rests heavily on the so-called 'resource-based view of the firm' (Penrose, 1959; Wernerfelt, 1984). This view focuses mostly on an understanding of a firm's resources, their implications for the firm's performance and lately also on the relationship with environmental threats and opportunities (Barney, 1986; Mahoney, Pandian, 1992; Barney, 1996). According to the resource-based school, the competitive advantage of a firm can be built on a firm's resources (Bharadwaj, Varadarajan, Fahy, 1993; Hunt, 1999) that meet some important conditions such as value, heterogeneity, rareness, durability, imperfect mobility, unsubstitutability, imperfect imitability, and 'ex ante' limits to competition (Čater, 2001a). The literature that deals with the sources of competitive advantage usually classifies a firm's resources into physical, financial, human and organizational resources (Barney, 1997). Other authors who prefer to use a different classification also classify a firm's resources as either tangible or intangible resources (Michalisin, Smith, Kline, 1997). Although all resources are important, the literature treats the human and organizational (i.e. the intangible) resources as slightly more relevant for creating a firm's competitive advantage (Zupan, 1996; Whitehill, 1997).
As its name reveals, advocates of the capability-based school claim that a firm's competitive advantage derives from its capabilities/competencies (Collis, 1991; Day, 1994). Different authors use different expressions to describe the sources of capability-based competitive advantage. The most common expressions found in the related scientific literature are core skills (Tampoe, 1994), distinctive capabilities (Snow, Hrebiniak, 1980; Hitt, Ireland, 1985), organizational capabilities (Collis, 1994), organizational capital (Prescott, Visscher, 1980), dynamic capabilities (Eisenhardt, Martin, 2000; Luo, 2000) and core competencies (Prahalad, Hamel, 1990; Leonard-Barton, 1992; Post, 1997). Firms seeking to build their competitive advantage on capabilities should focus on their business processes, transform their key processes into strategic capabilities and make strategic investments to support these capabilities. Since the capabilities on which competitive advantages can be built necessarily extend across the whole firm the champion of any capability-based strategy must be the chief executive officer (Stalk, Evans, Shulman, 1992). In the literature, capabilities are most frequently classified into managerial, input-based, transformational, and output-based capabilities (Lado, Boyd, Wright, 1992). Clearly, capabilities create no competitive advantage if they are easily achieved (imitated) by one's competitors. Thus, the potential sources of competitive advantage are those capabilities that are difficult to develop, meaning they have to be complex (Bartmess, Cerny, 1993), diffused throughout the firm (Ulrich, 1987), and based upon the cooperation of many individuals/teams within the firm (King, Fowler, Zeithaml, 2001).

Advocates of the knowledge-based school concerning the competitive advantage of a firm argue that a firm can win a competitive battle only if it possesses more relevant knowledge than its competitors (Inkpen, 1998; Zack, 1999). Naturally, from the firm's point of view, not all kinds of knowledge are equally useful. Especially important is that part of knowledge that can be labeled as commercial knowledge. Its goal is not to find the truth, but to ensure effective performance (Demarest, 1997). Knowledge can be classified according to several criteria, two of which are especially important. The first classification divides the intellectual capital of a firm into human and structural capital (Edvinsson, 1997; Edvinsson, Malone, 1997). Human capital is based on the employees' knowledge and skills and cannot be the property of a firm. It can only be rented, which means that it is highly risky. On the other hand, structural capital is the property of a firm and can be traded (Edvinsson, Sullivan, 1996). For this reason, one of the most important challenges of management is to transform the firm's human capital into its structural capital (Lank, 1997). The second important classification distinguishes between explicit and tacit knowledge (Nonaka, Takeuchi, 1995; Teece, 1998). Since the former can more easily be copied by competitors, the latter is said to be a more relevant source of competitive advantage (McAulay, Russell, Sims, 1997; Leonard, Sensiper, 1998). The growing importance of intellectual capital naturally calls for its systematic management. Knowledge management can be defined as that part of the total management process which focuses on the systematic analysis, planning, accumulation, creation, developing, archiving and exploitation of a firm's knowledge and tries to transform as much of a firm's human capital as possible into its structural capital in order to develop the competitive advantage of a firm and help fulfil its other main objective(s) in an expedient way (Čater, 2001c). As such, knowledge management is and must be a cross-functional activity that remains within the competence of a firm's top (strategic) management (Pučko, 1998; Čater, 2001b).

2.2. Two basic forms of a firm's competitive advantage
A competitive advantage can be defined as a unique position (a more detailed discussion on a 'positional' competitive advantage is given by Ma (2000)) that a firm develops in comparison with its competitors. Outward evidence of a competitive advantage is a position of superiority in an industry or market (Bamberger, 1989), where the superiority depends on how customers perceive it. Since customers are the ones that make a firm's operations and progress possible, the whole idea of competitive advantage should actually be analyzed from their perspective. For example, a firm can produce superior products but, as long as the customers do not perceive them as superior, the firm is unlikely to gain a competitive advantage and outperform its competitors. The above mentioned understanding of competitive advantage brings us to the conclusion that firms have to compete on superior customer value delivery. They can offer superior value to customers by offering similar products and services as the competitors at a reduced price or by differentiating themselves from the competitors (i.e. offering something the competitors cannot). The two main forms of competitive advantage are therefore lower price and differentiation. The latter can take many different forms, among which the literature usually places the greatest stress on superior product/service, the totality of supply (when a firm has a broad product line and offers support and complementary products/services), speed (fast delivery), flexibility, and the positive image of a firm (Kotha, Vadlamani, 1995; Sashi, Stern, 1995; Helms, Ettkin,2000).
3. METHODOLOGICAL BACKGROUND
3.1. Research hypotheses
Based on the goal of the paper, several research hypotheses dealing with the influence of a firm's basic characteristics on the relevance of a firm's sources and forms of competitive advantage were developed as follows:

· H1: The relevance of the sources (as explained by the four schools of thought) (H1a) and forms (H1b) of competitive advantage depend on a firm's sector appurtenance.

· H2: The relevance of the sources (as explained by the four schools of thought) (H2a) and forms (H2b) of competitive advantage depend on a firm's size.

· H3: The relevance of the sources (as explained by the four schools of thought) (H3a) and forms (H3b) of competitive advantage depend on a firm's age.

· H4: The relevance of the sources (as explained by the four schools of thought) (H4a) and forms (H4b) of competitive advantage depend on the type of a firm's majority ownership.

· H5: The relevance of the sources (as explained by the four schools of thought) (H5a) and forms (H5b) of competitive advantage depend on the nationality of a firm's majority ownership.

· H6: The relevance of the sources (as explained by the four schools of thought) (H6a) and forms (H6b) of competitive advantage depend on a firm's prevailing sales market.
3.2. The sample of firms, collection of data and description of variables
Empirical research in this paper forms part of a broader study on the strategic behavior and competitive advantages of Slovenian firms. Data was collected by sending by post questionnaires
 to the Chief Executive Officers or members of the top management of randomly selected firms. By the end of 2002, questionnaires from 225 Slovenian firms had been satisfactorily completed and returned to the author, giving a response rate of 44.3%. The respondents were mostly Chief Executive Officers (36.4%), assistant managers (27.6%) or members of the top management (25.3%). In the remaining 10.7%, the respondents were the heads of different (mostly advisory) departments such as controlling, accounting etc. If the above structure of respondents holds true, this can be regarded as very satisfactory as, in most cases, the respondents were individuals who should have fluently mastered the discussed topics.

As already explained, the goal of the research was to examine the differences in the sources and forms of competitive advantage between different groups of firms such as manufacturing, service and trading firms, large, medium-sized and small firms, and so on. In order to have a sufficient number of large firms in the sample, as required to carry out these analyses, stratified sampling was used. The structure of firms in the sample can be shown according to several criteria:

· Legal form: public limited companies (45.3%), private limited companies (54.7%);

· Sector: manufacturing (33.3%), service (34.2%), trading (32.4%);

· Size3: large (33.3%), medium-sized (33.3%), small (33.3%);

· Year of foundation: founded in 1989 or sooner (50.7%), founded in 1990 or later (49.3%).

· Type of majority ownership: state (3.6%), managers (33.8%), employees (10.2%), external owners (52.4%);

· Nationality of majority ownership: Slovenian (88.0%), foreign (12.0%);

· Prevailing sales market: Slovenian market (72.9%), Ex-Yugoslav markets (4.0%), EU market (20.0%), other markets (3.1%).
Since the structure of firms in the sample, especially according to the criterion of size distribution, was quite different from the actual structure
 of Slovenian firms, it cannot be said that the sample is completely representative. The reason for this primarily lies in the use of stratified sampling which, as already explained, was necessary in order to carry out certain statistical analyses. Most questions in the questionnaire required an answer in the form of (dis)agreement with the offered statements. Respondents were asked to choose between five answers (a five-point Likert scale was used), where 1 means they completely disagree with the statement, whereas 5 means they completely agree with it. In this way we collected data for two groups of variables, i.e. the sources of competitive advantage as discussed by the four schools and the forms of competitive advantage. Data for the third group of variables, i.e. a firm's basic characteristics, were partly collected through the questionnaire by which the data on a firm's sales markets were obtained, and partly from the Gospodarski vestnik
 (2002) database by which the data on a firm's sector appurtenance, size, age and type and nationality of ownership were collected.
In order to test the research hypotheses regarding the sources of competitive advantage we need to examine how the average number of points scored for variables representing how firms follow the 'teachings' of each school depends on a firm's characteristics such as sector appurtenance, size, age, type and nationality of ownership and sales markets. For this purpose, we first had to carefully study the relevant literature and, based thereon, form a list of variables that measure as accurately as possible how the lessons within each school are followed by Slovenian firms. Based on these basic variables, the compounded variables (constructs) were then calculated. The formation of these constructs was carried out by calculating the unweighted
 means from all basic variables within each school. The total estimation of the knowledge-based school was, for example, calculated as a mean from individual types of knowledge, the characteristics of knowledge and the regularity of performing knowledge management tasks. For more detailed information on calculating the constructs, see Figure 1. A similar methodology was also used to test the research hypotheses regarding the forms of competitive advantage, except that the estimations for these variables were obtained directly from the managers' answers. 
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Figure 1:Elementary variables used to compute the constructs which represent the total estimation of each school
4. EMPIRICAL FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION
As mentioned, the paper focuses on examining the influence of a firm's basic characteristics on the relevance of the sources and forms of competitive advantage. Since the independent variables, i.e. a firm's sector appurtenance, size, age, type and nationality of ownership and sales market, are non-metric and dependent, i.e. the sources and forms of competitive advantage are metric we use the independent samples t-test and contrast analysis methods to test the research hypotheses. The independent samples t-tests are used in the analyses where the independent variable only has two possible values, whereas the contrast analyses are used where the independent variable has more than two possible values. Dependence of sources and forms of competitive advantage depend on a firm's sector is demonstrated by Table 1.
Table 1. The influence of a firm's sector appurtenance on the relevance of the sources and forms of competitive advantage
	Dependent variable (Y) = School of thought, source of competitive advantage and form of competitive advantage
	Average of Y
	Contrast(a) analysis

	
	Total
	X = man.
	X = serv.
	X = trad.
	Contrast 1:

α (t-test)
	Contrast 2:

α (t-test)
	Contrast 3:

α (t-test)

	Schools on the

sources of comp. adv.
	Average of all schools
	2.66
	2.69
	2.67
	2.60
	0.809
	0.313
	0.452

	
	Classical industrial organization school
	1.88
	1.84
	1.96
	1.84
	0.106
	1.000
	0.087

	
	New industrial organization school
	2.38
	2.34
	2.45
	2.35
	0.177
	0.876
	0.233

	
	Resource-based school
	2.71
	2.78
	2.67
	2.67
	0.296
	0.292
	0.984

	
	Capability-based school
	2.89
	2.94
	2.90
	2.82
	0.728
	0.273
	0.448

	
	Knowledge-based school
	3.00
	3.05
	3.04
	2.91
	0.945
	0.303
	0.333

	Sourc.

of c. a.
	Physical resources
	2.61
	2.76
	2.46
	2.63
	0.049
	0.426
	0.282

	
	Input-based capabilities
	2.83
	2.98
	2.71
	2.81
	0.035
	0.190
	0.433

	Forms  of

comp. adv.
	Competitive advantage
	3.17
	3.24
	3.22
	3.06
	0.883
	0.258
	0.319

	
	Lower price
	3.04
	3.09
	3.08
	2.95
	0.951
	0.378
	0.408

	
	Differentiation
	3.24
	3.31
	3.29
	3.12
	0.857
	0.237
	0.310

	

	Note:
	(a)
	Contrast 1: manufacturing / service; Contrast 2: manufacturing / trading; Contrast 3: service / trading;


In other words, the differences in the relevance of the sources and forms of competitive advantage among manufacturing, service and trading firms are tested. Based on the tests and their significance levels, it can be concluded that a firm's sector appurtenance has no influence on the total estimations of the relevance of different schools of thought (α > 0.05). Similarly, the sector has no statistically significant influence on most sources of competitive advantage (α > 0.05), which means that hypothesis 1a should be rejected. The only statistically significant differences relate to physical resources (α = 0.049) and input-based capabilities (α = 0.035), which are more relevant in manufacturing firms than they are in service firms (contrast 1). This is by no means surprising taking into account that manufacturing firms depend on certain physical facilities and tangible inputs in the production process much more than service firms do. There are also no statistically significant differences among manufacturing, service and trading firms with regard to the forms of competitive advantage (α > 0.05), which means that hypothesis 1b should also be rejected.
The next characteristic analyzed is the firm's size. As shown in Table 2, the size of a firm has no statistically significant influence on the total estimations of the relevance of different schools of thought (α > 0.05). The only exception is the classical industrial organization school which seems to be more relevant for explaining the origins of competitive advantage in large firms than in small firms (α = 0.007). Why this is so can be explained by differences in the relevance of the sources of competitive advantage between small and large firms (contrast 2). It seems that the competitive advantage of large firms arises from the weak bargaining power of suppliers (α = 0.01) and low threat of substitution (α = 0.007) more than from the competitive advantage of small firms. Large firms also see the characteristics of the national economy (α = 0.02) as being more relevant than do small firms. The reason for this probably lies in the fact that large firms compete in foreign markets more frequently (and are therefore more directly influenced by the characteristics of the national economy) than small firms. As for the resources, capabilities and knowledge, the estimation of the relevance of physical resources is greater in large firms than it is in small firms (α = 0.017). Inversely, the relevance of human and organizational resources as well as certain types of capabilities and knowledge is obviously greater in small firms than it is in large firms (α < 0.05). Small firms also believe that their competitive advantage depends on their strategic response (probably mostly their greater flexibility) moreso than for the competitive advantage of large (α = 0.006) and medium (α = 0.017) firms. 
Table 2. The influence of a firm's size on the relevance of the sources and forms of competitive advantage
	Dependent variable (Y) = School of thought, source 
of and form of competitive advantage
	Average of Y
	Contrast(a) analysis

	
	Total
	X = small
	X = med.
	X = large
	Contrast 1:

α (t-test)
	Contrast 2:

α (t-test)
	Contrast 3:

α (t-test)

	Schools on the

sources of comp. adv.
	Average of all schools
	2.66
	2.65
	2.67
	2.64
	0.808
	0.842
	0.662

	
	Classical industrial organization school
	1.88
	1.78
	1.89
	1.97
	0.118
	0.007
	0.298

	
	New industrial organization school
	2.38
	2.35
	2.36
	2.43
	0.853
	0.316
	0.413

	
	Resource-based school
	2.71
	2.72
	2.76
	2.64
	0.650
	0.434
	0.220

	
	Capability-based school
	2.89
	2.90
	2.91
	2.86
	0.885
	0.737
	0.631

	
	Knowledge-based school
	3.00
	3.05
	3.02
	2.93
	0.776
	0.369
	0.539

	Sources of comp. adv.
	Characteristics of national economy
	2.13
	1.99
	2.16
	2.23
	0.099
	0.020
	0.492

	
	Weak bargaining power of suppliers
	2.44
	2.31
	2.40
	2.62
	0.362
	0.010
	0.072

	
	Small threat of substitution
	2.26
	2.13
	2.20
	2.47
	0.588
	0.007
	0.058

	
	Strategic response of a firm
	2.93
	3.17
	2.84
	2.78
	0.017
	0.006
	0.693

	
	Physical resources
	2.61
	2.39
	2.68
	2.77
	0.063
	0.017
	0.578

	
	Human resources
	3.13
	3.30
	3.14
	2.95
	0.278
	0.019
	0.198

	
	Organizational resources
	3.44
	3.57
	3.47
	3.26
	0.505
	0.033
	0.141

	
	Managerial capabilities
	3.33
	3.50
	3.31
	3.17
	0.209
	0.037
	0.404

	
	Transformational capabilities
	3.43
	3.65
	3.41
	3.24
	0.102
	0.006
	0.249

	
	Human capital
	3.56
	3.83
	3.54
	3.31
	0.120
	0.006
	0.229

	
	Structural capital
	3.74
	3.88
	3.81
	3.53
	0.651
	0.032
	0.089

	
	Tacit knowledge
	3.67
	3.92
	3.63
	3.47
	0.085
	0.008
	0.347

	Forms  of

comp. adv.
	Competitive advantage
	3.17
	3.22
	3.16
	3.14
	0.661
	0.584
	0.910

	
	Lower price
	3.04
	3.04
	2.96
	3.12
	0.635
	0.626
	0.341

	
	Differentiation
	3.24
	3.32
	3.25
	3.15
	0.694
	0.302
	0.520


(a) Contrast 1: small / medium; Contrast 2: small / large; Contrast 3: medium / large.
Based on the above conclusions, hypothesis 2a should probably be partly confirmed (only part confirmation is necessary because the hypothesis cannot be confirmed for most schools of thought and all sources of competitive advantage). While there is some evidence that the size of a firm does influence the sources of competitive advantage, the same cannot be said for the influence on the forms of competitive advantage. Since no difference is statistically significant (α > 0.05), hypothesis 2b should be rejected.

As for the date of foundation of a firm (1989 or earlier vs. 1990 or later) (see Table 3), we may conclude that it has no statistically significant influence on the total estimations of the relevance of different schools of thought (α > 0.05). Similarly, a firm's age also has little influence on the individual sources of competitive advantage, which means that hypothesis 3a should be rejected. The only statistically significant differences relate to transformational capabilities (α = 0.022) and tacit knowledge (α = 0.013), which are more relevant in firms founded in 1990 or later, and the physical (α = 0.002) and financial (α = 0.024) resources, which are more relevant in firms founded in 1989 or earlier.
Table 3. The influence of a firm's age on the relevance of the sources and forms of competitive advantage
	Dependent variable (Y) = School of thought, source of competitive advantage and form of competitive advantage
	Average of Y
	Indep. samples t-test

	
	Total
	X = found. 1989–
	X = found. 1990+
	α (t-test)

	Schools on the

sources of comp. adv.
	Average of all schools
	2.66
	2.65
	2.66
	0.965

	
	Classical industrial organization school
	1.88
	1.89
	1.86
	0.604

	
	New industrial organization school
	2.38
	2.37
	2.39
	0.810

	
	Resource-based school
	2.71
	2.73
	2.69
	0.624

	
	Capability-based school
	2.89
	2.87
	2.90
	0.768

	
	Knowledge-based school
	3.00
	2.94
	3.07
	0.246

	Sources of

comp. adv.
	Physical resources
	2.61
	2.81
	2.42
	0.002

	
	Financial resources
	2.90
	3.03
	2.76
	0.024

	
	Transformational capabilities
	3.43
	3.30
	3.57
	0.022

	
	Tacit knowledge
	3.67
	3.50
	3.85
	0.013

	Forms  of

comp. adv.
	Competitive advantage
	3.17
	3.15
	3.20
	0.710

	
	Lower price
	3.04
	3.08
	3.00
	0.565

	
	Differentiation
	3.24
	3.19
	3.30
	0.409


The latter result comes as no surprise, given that the "old" firms are mostly large (ex-socialist) enterprises that somehow managed to survive the transition process and preserved their strength in terms of their physical and financial resources. As there are also no statistically significant differences between old and new firms regarding the forms of their competitive advantage (α > 0.05), hypothesis 3b should also be rejected
In Table 4, it is analyzed how the type of a firm's majority ownership (state, management, employees or external owners) influences its sources and forms of competitive advantage. The results show that the type of ownership has no statistically significant influence on the total estimations of the relevance of different schools of thought (α > 0.05). On the other hand, in particular, contrast 5 shows that many individual sources of competitive advantage are considered to have differing levels of relevance in firms mostly owned by managers and firms mostly owned by external owners. In those firms owned by managers, in particular the sources relating to managers' (and other employees') capabilities and knowledge (i. e. strategies, human resources, managerial and transformational capabilities, human capital and tacit knowledge) are more relevant (α < 0.05). This means that managers are more interested in developing certain capabilities and knowledge and implementing suitable strategies if they own the firm. The other sources of competitive advantage seen in Table 4 seem to be more relevant in firms mostly owned by external owners (α < 0.05). Taking into account that the relevance of many individual sources of competitive advantage (but not schools of thought) differs among firms with different types of majority ownership, hypothesis 4a should be partly confirmed. The results regarding the forms of competitive advantage are very similar. Again, the competitive position (i.e. the price and differentiation advantage) of firms owned by managers is slightly better than the competitive position of firms owned by external owners (α < 0.05) (contrast 5), which means that hypothesis 4b can be confirmed.
With regard to the nationality of majority ownership (mostly Slovenian capital or mostly foreign capital) the results in Table 5 show that it has no statistically significant influence on the total estimations of the relevance of different schools of thought (α > 0.05). Further, the nationality of ownership also has no influence on the individual sources and forms of competitive advantage (α > 0.05), which means that hypotheses 5a and 5b should be rejected.
Table 4. The influence of a firm's type of ownership on the relevance of the sources and forms of competitive advantage
	Dependent variable (Y) =

School of thought, source of competitive advantage and form of competitive

advantage
	Average of Y
	Contrast(a) analysis

	
	Total
	X = 
state
	X = managers
	X = employees
	X = external
	Contrast 1:

α (t-test)
	Contrast 2:

α (t-test)
	Contrast 3:

α (t-test)
	Contrast 4:

α (t-test)
	Contrast 5:

α (t-test)
	Contrast 6:

α (t-test)
	Contrast 7:

α (t-test)

	Schools on the

sources of comp. adv.
	Average of all schools
	2.66
	2.59
	2.71
	2.68
	2.62
	0.568
	0.700
	0.886
	0.820
	0.278
	0.643
	0.698

	
	Classical ind. org. school
	1.88
	2.31
	1.77
	1.87
	1.92
	0.115
	0.191
	0.240
	0.246
	0.060
	0.544
	0.172

	
	New ind. org. school
	2.38
	2.64
	2.37
	2.38
	2.36
	0.369
	0.395
	0.347
	0.938
	0.842
	0.834
	0.364

	
	Resource-based school
	2.71
	2.42
	2.76
	2.72
	2.69
	0.140
	0.227
	0.229
	0.822
	0.456
	0.805
	0.174

	
	Capability-based school
	2.89
	2.91
	2.94
	2.89
	2.85
	0.916
	0.946
	0.830
	0.779
	0.424
	0.823
	0.951

	
	Knowledge-based school
	3.00
	2.91
	3.13
	3.11
	2.91
	0.486
	0.571
	0.977
	0.911
	0.068
	0.287
	0.659

	Sources of comp. adv.
	Charac. of nation. economy
	2.13
	2.29
	1.98
	2.25
	2.19
	0.275
	0.902
	0.716
	0.032
	0.011
	0.614
	0.588

	
	Weak barg. power of suppl.
	2.44
	2.79
	2.27
	2.31
	2.55
	0.216
	0.266
	0.543
	0.787
	0.003
	0.136
	0.314

	
	Small threat of substitution
	2.26
	2.75
	2.11
	2.17
	2.35
	0.125
	0.181
	0.315
	0.704
	0.030
	0.344
	0.186

	
	Strategic response of a firm
	2.93
	2.75
	3.21
	2.96
	2.77
	0.175
	0.584
	0.960
	0.310
	0.000
	0.427
	0.480

	
	Physical resources
	2.61
	2.33
	2.37
	2.77
	2.75
	0.897
	0.263
	0.221
	0.085
	0.007
	0.960
	0.381

	
	Human resources
	3.13
	3.16
	3.37
	3.12
	2.98
	0.512
	0.920
	0.579
	0.232
	0.003
	0.479
	1.000

	
	Managerial capabilities
	3.33
	3.32
	3.58
	3.11
	3.21
	0.463
	0.591
	0.737
	0.039
	0.008
	0.669
	0.948

	
	Transformat. capabilities
	3.43
	3.63
	3.58
	3.55
	3.30
	0.903
	0.835
	0.330
	0.866
	0.035
	0.235
	0.655

	
	Human capital
	3.56
	3.23
	3.86
	3.23
	3.46
	0.137
	0.991
	0.583
	0.022
	0.017
	0.391
	0.486

	
	Tacit knowledge
	3.67
	3.88
	3.88
	3.70
	3.52
	0.986
	0.676
	0.349
	0.455
	0.018
	0.454
	0.642

	Forms  of

comp. adv.
	Competitive advantage
	3.17
	3.32
	3.40
	2.99
	3.06
	0.824
	0.389
	0.440
	0.068
	0.014
	0.754
	0.612

	
	Lower price
	3.04
	3.38
	3.23
	2.88
	2.92
	0.694
	0.217
	0.207
	0.131
	0.033
	0.842
	0.307

	
	Differentiation
	3.24
	3.29
	3.48
	3.05
	3.12
	0.604
	0.539
	0.637
	0.063
	0.014
	0.726
	0.832

	

	Note:
	(a)
	Contrast 1: state / managers; Contrast 2: state / employees; Contrast 3: state / external owners; Contrast 4: managers / employees; Contrast 5: managers / external owners; Contrast 6: employees / external owners; Contrast 7: state / private;


	Table 5. The influence of a firm's nationality of ownership on the relevance of the sources and forms of competitive advantage

	

	Dependent variable (Y) = School of thought, source of competitive advantage and form of competitive advantage
	Average of Y
	Indep. samples t-test

	
	Total
	X =

Slovenian
	X =

foreign
	α (t-test)

	Schools on the

sources of comp. adv.
	Average of all schools
	2.66
	2.66
	2.64
	0.911

	
	Classical industrial organization school
	1.88
	1.88
	1.90
	0.836

	
	New industrial organization school
	2.38
	2.40
	2.23
	0.092

	
	Resource-based school
	2.71
	2.70
	2.76
	0.604

	
	Capability-based school
	2.89
	2.89
	2.89
	0.984

	
	Knowledge-based school
	3.00
	3.00
	3.02
	0.889

	Forms  of

comp. adv.
	Competitive advantage
	3.17
	3.18
	3.14
	0.834

	
	Lower price
	3.04
	3.06
	2.89
	0.413

	
	Differentiation
	3.24
	3.24
	3.26
	0.912


The final characteristic analyzed is the firm's prevailing sales market (the Slovenian market, ex-Yugoslav markets, EU market or other European markets). As shown in Table 6, the sales market has no statistically significant influence on the total estimations of the relevance of different schools of thought (α > 0.05). The only exception is the classical industrial organization school which seems to be less relevant for explaining the origins of competitive advantage in firms primarily oriented to domestic (α = 0.018) and EU (α = 0.014) markets than in firms primarily oriented to European markets outside the EU and ex-Yugoslavia (contrasts 3 and 6). Similarly, the classical industrial organization school is less relevant for explaining the origins of competitive advantage in firms primarily oriented to the domestic market (α = 0.014) than in firms primarily oriented to foreign markets (contrast 7). Why this is so can be partly explained through the central part of Table 6. Contrasts 3, 5 and 6 reveal that the external sources of competitive advantage (above all the weak bargaining power of buyers and suppliers and better characteristics of the national economy in Slovenia compared to the characteristics of national economies in Eastern Europe) are more relevant in firms oriented to other European (primarily Russian and other Eastern European) markets than in all other firms (α < 0.05). Similarly, the weak bargaining power of buyers (α = 0.013) and low threat of new entrants (α = 0.044) are more relevant for the creation of competitive advantage in firms oriented to ex-Yugoslav markets compared to those oriented to the EU market (contrast 4).
Table 6. The influence of a firm's sales market on the relevance of the sources and forms of competitive advantage
	Dependent variable (Y) =

School of thought, source

of competitive advantage

and form of competitive

advantage
	Average of Y
	Contrast(a) analysis

	
	Total
	X = Sloven. market
	X = ex-Yug. markets
	X = EU market
	X = other markets
	Contrast 1:

α (t-test)
	Contrast 2:

α (t-test)
	Contrast 3:

α (t-test)
	Contrast 4:

α (t-test)
	Contrast 5:

α (t-test)
	Contrast 6:

α (t-test)
	Contrast 7:

α (t-test)

	Schools on the

sources of comp. adv.
	Average of all schools
	2.66
	2.65
	2.67
	2.66
	2.77
	0.808
	0.671
	0.468
	0.974
	0.624
	0.563
	0.423

	
	Classical ind. org. school
	1.88
	1.87
	2.03
	1.83
	2.17
	0.254
	0.642
	0.018
	0.198
	0.155
	0.014
	0.014

	
	New ind. org. school
	2.38
	2.39
	2.36
	2.29
	2.55
	0.864
	0.244
	0.124
	0.705
	0.157
	0.064
	0.229

	
	Resource-based school
	2.71
	2.70
	2.75
	2.72
	2.62
	0.781
	0.749
	0.972
	0.910
	0.856
	0.896
	0.924

	
	Capability-based school
	2.89
	2.88
	2.99
	2.86
	3.09
	0.580
	0.988
	0.379
	0.599
	0.766
	0.400
	0.361

	
	Knowledge-based school
	3.00
	3.01
	2.78
	2.99
	3.23
	0.470
	0.917
	0.422
	0.468
	0.269
	0.471
	0.889

	Sources  of

comp. adv.
	Charac. of nation. economy
	2.13
	2.13
	1.93
	2.07
	2.59
	0.392
	0.706
	0.041
	0.529
	0.032
	0.036
	0.449

	
	Weak barg. power of suppl.
	2.44
	2.44
	2.60
	2.29
	2.98
	0.457
	0.240
	0.000
	0.215
	0.009
	0.000
	0.001

	
	Weak barg. power of buy.
	2.43
	2.43
	2.85
	2.27
	2.87
	0.063
	0.167
	0.001
	0.013
	0.064
	0.000
	0.001

	
	Small threat of new entrants
	2.39
	2.39
	2.80
	2.27
	2.80
	0.089
	0.359
	0.207
	0.044
	0.876
	0.132
	0.127

	Forms  of

comp. adv.
	Competitive advantage
	3.17
	3.15
	3.24
	3.26
	3.20
	0.684
	0.329
	0.464
	0.944
	0.684
	0.677
	0.350

	
	Lower price
	3.04
	3.00
	3.04
	3.14
	3.22
	0.813
	0.290
	0.173
	0.788
	0.297
	0.314
	0.140

	
	Differentiation
	3.24
	3.22
	3.34
	3.32
	3.18
	0.642
	0.384
	0.715
	0.973
	0.952
	0.928
	0.551

	

	Note: 
	(a) Contrast 1: Slovenian / Ex-Yugoslav; Contrast 2: Slovenian / EU; Contrast 3: Slovenian / other; Contrast 4: Ex-Yugoslav / EU; Contrast 5: Ex-Yugoslav / other; Contrast 6: EU / other; Contrast 7: Slovenian / foreign.


The weak bargaining power of buyers probably relates to the greater recognition of Slovenian firms in ex-Yugoslav markets, whereas the low threat of new entrants can probably be ascribed to the fact that ex-Yugoslav markets are less attractive to large foreign competitors than the EU market. Similar results can be found if those firms that mostly sell at home are compared with those firms that mostly export (contrast 7). The above results probably reflect how demanding the Slovenian market is compared to ex-Yugoslav and Eastern European markets. A conclusion based on these results could be that the external sources of competitive advantage are more relevant in firms that operate in less competitive and demanding markets, which means that hypothesis 6a should probably be partly confirmed (only part confirmation is necessary because the hypothesis can only be confirmed for the classical industrial organization school of thought). While there is some evidence that a firm's sales market does influence the sources of competitive advantage, the same cannot be said for the influence on the forms of competitive advantage. Since no difference is statistically significant (α > 0.05), hypothesis 6b should be rejected.

5. CONCLUSION
By using the independent samples t-test and contrast analysis methods two important conclusions can be drawn concerning the influence of a firm's basic characteristics on the relevance of a firm's sources and forms of competitive advantage. These conclusions may be summarized as follows:

· A firm's basic characteristics such as sector appurtenance, size, age, type and nationality of ownership and sales markets mostly do not have a statistically significant influence on the relevance of different schools of thought in explaining the origins of competitive advantage. Since a firm's sector appurtenance, age and nationality of ownership also have no significant influence on the studied sources of competitive advantage, hypotheses 1a, 3a and 5a can be rejected. On the other hand, hypotheses 2a, 4a and 6a can be partly confirmed since mostly physical and financial resources seem to be more relevant in large firms, whereas human and organizational resources along with most capabilities and knowledge are believed to be more relevant in small firms and firms mostly owned by managers. In addition, firms that are mostly oriented to Eastern European and ex-Yugoslav markets estimate the external sources of competitive advantage (particularly weak bargaining power of suppliers and buyers and low threat of new entrants) as slightly more relevant than do firms primarily oriented to more demanding markets.

· The forms of competitive advantage do not depend on a firm's basic characteristics such as sector appurtenance, size, age and type and nationality of ownership, which means that hypotheses 1b, 2b, 3b, 5b and 6b can be rejected. On the other hand, the competitive position (i.e. the price and differentiation advantage) of firms owned by managers is slightly better than the competitive position of firms owned by external owners, hence hypothesis 4b can be confirmed.

These findings unfortunately cannot be adequately compared with the findings of similar empirical studies on the sources and forms of competitive advantage, as similar studies (in transitional economies nor in established market economies) could not be found in the available scientific literature. In this respect, we dare to hope that our research is considered a kind of introduction to a further and more detailed discussion on the influence of a firm's basic characteristics on the relevance of the sources and forms of competitive advantage.

Irrespective of all the findings of this research, its possible weaknesses should also be mentioned. Perhaps the most important weakness lies in the fact that real sources of competitive advantage are usually well hidden, making it impossible for a researcher to measure them completely objectively. For this reason, managers' relatively subjective assessments of the basic sources and forms of competitive (dis)advantage of their firms had to be used. This weakness might be partially avoided by personally interviewing managers and/or by observing each firm over a longer period of time. Another possible weakness of this research is the use of stratified sampling, which was necessary in order to carry out certain statistical analyses. The consequence of stratified sampling is that the sample is not completely representative, meaning the conclusions cannot be automatically extrapolated for all Slovenian firms. As a suggestion for further research, we believe that similar studies should also be carried out on a much more homogeneous sample of firms. In spite of these weaknesses, we still believe that the research has the potential to broaden our knowledge in the field of firm competitiveness. Its most important advantage is probably the relatively large sample of firms involved, which has allowed us to draw certain conclusions with minimum risk.
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UTJECAJ  TEMELJNIH KARAKTERISTIKA PODUZEĆA NA RELEVANTNOST IZVORA I OBLIKA KONKURENTSKE PREDNOSTI SLOVENSKIH PODUZEĆA

Sažetak

Proces natjecanja između poduzeća može se opisati sljedećom uzročno-posljedičnom konstrukcijom: izvori konkurentske prednosti -> oblici konkurentske prednosti -> učinak. Znanstvena se literatura obično bavi četvorima temeljnim školama izvora konkurentske prednosti poduzeća (škola industrijske organizacije, resursna škola, škola strateških sposobnosti i škola prednosti utemelje na znanju). Iako konkurentska prednost može imati mnoštvo pojavnih oblika, one se – barem približno – mogu svrsatati u samo dvije grupe: prednost zasnovanu na niskim troškovima i diferencijaciji. U empirijskom istraživanju, zasnovanom na uzorku od 225 slovenskih tvrtki, istražuje se razlika između izvora i oblika konkurentske prednosti između različitih grupa tvrtki. Pritom su navedene grupe tvrtki definirane u skladu s temeljnim obilježjima, u koje spadaju industrija, veličina, starost, tip i domaće nasuprot stranom vlasništvu, te temeljna prodajna tržišta. Iz rada se može izvesti zaključak da većina navedenih obilježja istraživanih poduzeća ima mali utjecaj na izvore i oblike konkurentske prednosti, iako postoje određene statistički signifikantne razlike, posebno vezane uz veličinu, vrstu vlasništva i temeljna prodajna tržišta.






















































































































total estimation of the


resource-based school





- human capital


- structural capital


- explicit knowledge


- tacit knowledge


- characteristics of know. 


  (value, heterogeneity, 


  rareness, durability, 


  unsubstitutability, 


  immobility, imperfect 


  imitability of know.)


- knowledge management





- managerial capab.


- input-based capab.


- transformational �   capabilities


- output-based �   capabilities


- characteristics of


  capabilities (value, 


  heterogeneity, �   rareness, 


  durability, �   unsubstitu-


  tability, immobility, 


  imperfect �  imitability


  of resources)








- physical resources


- financial resources


- human resources


- organizational resources


- characteristics of 


  resources (value, 


  heterogeneity, rareness, 


  durability, unsubstitu-


  tability, immobility, 


  imperfect imitability


  of resources)





- factor conditions


- demand conditions


- related and support.  �   ind.


- domestic rivalry


- barg. power of �   suppliers


- barg. power of �   buyers


- threat of substitution


- threat of new  �   entrants


- rivalry within �  industry


- firm strategies �   (within the new IO �    school only)









































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































* Tomaž Čater, Ph.D., Assistant Professor, University of Ljubljana, Faculty of Economics, Department of Management and Organization, Kardeljeva ploščad 17, 1000 Ljubljana, Slovenia, Phone: +386 1 5892 521 Fax: +386 1 5892 698 Email: tomaz.cater@uni-lj.si


� Since the discussion about the sources (particularly within the industrial organization and resource-based schools) and forms of competitive advantage is usually more reasonable at the strategic business unit (SBU) level than the corporate level (Čater, 2003), respondents were asked to take this fact into account. Where a firm was diversified enough to say it has at least two SBUs, respondents were asked to provide answers for the most important SBU. On the other hand, if a firm as a whole was a single SBU, respondents were asked to provide answers for the firm as a whole.


� On consultation with leading Slovenian professors of management (in order to assure maximal reasonableness and validity) the questionnaire was designed by the author.


� The size of the firms in Slovenia (as well as in this research) is statutorily defined. Small firms are those that meet at least two of the following three conditions: (1) average number of employees in the last year does not exceed 50, (2) sales in the last year do not exceed 1 billion SIT, and (3) average assets in the last year do not exceed 0.5 billion SIT. Medium-sized firms are those that are not small and meet at least two of the following three conditions: (1) average number of employees in the last year does not exceed 250, (2) sales in the last year do not exceed 4 billion SIT, and (3) average assets in the last year do not exceed 2 billion SIT. Firms that cannot be defined as small or medium-sized are large firms (Zakon o gospodarskih družbah (ZDG-F), 2001).


� Gospodarski vestnik is a leading Slovenian business newspaper publisher.


� Unweighted means were calculated because we were unable to determine different weights for every variable in an objective way (for example, based on the study of the relevant literature).
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