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ABSTRACT 
 

Purpose: The study investigates the strategies of Chinese SME in the tourism sector in 

Spain to detect if these entrepreneurs employed specific strategies based on the 

development of dynamic capabilities that could be adopted from other small companies 

as well. Additionally, the deployment of dynamic capabilities is researched.  

Design / Methodology / Approach: The study is exploratory and relies on case studies 

of three Chinese owned small companies that have been operating from Spain. Cases 

were chosen to represent different length of investments in Spain, different markets 

served as well as different ownership structures. 

Findings: Environmental perceptions play an important role in the development of 

dynamic capabilities in SME of the tourism sector. New product development and 

knowledge accumulation are the main capabilities employed. 
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1. Introduction 
Lately, Spain has recovered from a large recession, initiated by the global financial crisis. 

During crisis situations, tourism industries are especially hard hit since business travel 

declines and private customers reduce their spending (Okumus et al., 2005). Tourism 

represents 11.2 per cent of Spanish Gross Domestic Product (Exceltur, 2015) and declines 

in tourism revenues have strong repercussions in the Spanish economy. Some researchers 

note that tourism companies suffer more during crisis periods due to a longer recuperation 

period as well as a large decrease in demand (Okumus et al., 2005, Wang, 2009).  Spain 

was no exception with a decline of revenues of 8.5 % in the tourism sector (between 2008 

and 2009) and a slow recuperation. Pre-crisis levels of revenues in the tourism sector 

were barely reached in 2011 (INE, 2015a).  

Research notes that crisis situations are essential for businesses and influence the way 

capabilities are developed. In addition, uncertainty due to crisis situations influence the 

way strategies are executed and as a consequence alter performance (Köseoglu et al., 

2013). Kim, 1998 provides an early case of Hyundai motor company that uses internal 

crisis as a way to build up knowledge and develop dynamic capabilities. During turbulent 

economic times, dynamic capabilities are required to maintain performance (Zhan and 

Chen, 2013). Firms, disposing of dynamic capabilities and the ability to extract deep 

knowledge from their stakeholders are able to survive a crisis whereas other companies 

wither and die (Radway et al., 2011; Alonso-Almeida and Bremser, 2014).   

In 2014 Spain had a migrant population of ten percent, with most of the migrants 

stemming from European or Spanish-speaking countries (INE, 2015 c). The two groups 

that stand apart are a large Moroccan group (approx. 15 % of Spain’s total migrant 

population) and a smaller Chinese community (approx. 3.5 % of the total migrant 

population) (INE, 2015 d). Whereas the Moroccan community suffered severely from the 

2008 economic crisis showing increased unemployment, the receipt of social security 

benefits and as of 2010 large numbers returning home, the Chinese community showed a 

different picture with increased employment and smaller numbers returning home (Ma, 

2012, INE, 2015c). In addition, the Chinese community shows the largest entrepreneurial 

spirits among all immigrants to Spain. In 2012, 22 % of all entrepreneurial work permits 

granted to foreigners went to Chinese citizens (Ministerio de Empleo y Seguridad Social, 

2014). Thus, Chinese entrepreneurs seem to have found a way to avoid the effects of the 

crisis that hit Spain severely even though they have to muster impediments such as 

language difficulties, cultural barriers and a contracting economy.  
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The current research, exploratory in nature, puts into focus an especially entrepreneurial 

group of people in order to extend knowledge on dynamic capabilities in small and 

medium sized enterprises in the hope of enabling other entrepreneurs to follow the 

Chinese example and also other researchers to benefit from extended knowledge. The 

reminder of the article is structured as follows: the first part gives a brief overview of the 

literature, followed by an introduction of the methodology and the presentation of the 

findings. Afterwards, results are discussed and a conclusion is drawn, pointing out 

limitations of the study as well as further interesting areas of research. 

 

2. Review of the literature 
 The dynamic capabilities research developed out of the resource-based view introduced 

by Wernerfelt, 1984. The resource-based view centers on the opinion that companies need 

four basic preconditions in order to develop competitive advantage. These pillars are 

superior resources (which are unique in the industry), imperfect resource mobility so that 

resources stay within one company over a large period of time, ex post and ex ante limits 

to competition, implying that resources are difficult to substitute or to alter (Peteraf, 

1993). This concept was criticized because it failed to explain the success of firms that 

did dispose of superior resources but were not able to adjust to changes in the competitive 

environment as for example the US oil industry in the 1980s and 1990s. Thus, Helfat 

(1997) pointed to the importance of dynamic capabilities that enabled firms to undertake 

large amount of R&D activities and build up new sources of income in coal conversion. 

Teece et al. (1997) also elaborated on the importance of processes that stemmed from the 

company’s resource base and changed a firm’s competitive position thereby introducing 

dynamic aspecst. Later on, researchers built on these ideas and constructed the concept 

of dynamic capabilities (i.e. Helfat et al., 2010, Teece, 2007, Teece et al., 1997). In the 

beginning, research centered on large multinational enterprises (e.g. Helfat, 1997), later 

on, smaller companies came into the focus (e.g. Isobe et al., 2008 or Koubaa, 2014). 

Large multinational companies dispose of many resources, some of them unique. As 

Peteraf (1993) states, these resources are superior, with limited mobility and ex ante as 

well as post limited from competition. This setting is hard to find in a small or medium-

sized company (SME). Relying on the resource-based view it remains unclear how some 

companies thrive in dynamic environments by deploying value-creating strategies even 

though they do not dispose of special physical resources. Eisenhardt and Martin (2000) 
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define dynamic capabilities especially as these processes that enable firms to build upon 

their resources in order to thrive in all kinds of unstable markets. In this way, firms are 

able to develop new resources out of their existing ones. Those are no longer limited to 

just physical assets; they can also be intangible ones. Dynamic capabilities are created 

out of different sources. Some companies develop them out of lower-order capabilities 

by extending, modifying or creating ordinary capabilities which in turn enable firms to 

solve their daily routines and problems (Winter, 2003). Others rely on organizational 

routines or processes by sensing, seizing and reconfigurating ordinary capabilities (Teece, 

2007). An all-encompassing definition of dynamic capabilities can be found at Helfat et 

al., 2010, p. 4: “A dynamic capability is the capacity of an organization to purposefully 

create, extend, or modify its resource base.” Research has shown that dynamic or crisis 

environments help companies to build up dynamic capabilities (Newey and Zahra, 2009) 

In essence, firms developing dynamic capabilities show a very entrepreneurial behavior. 

Ambrosini et al. (2009) point out the importance of learning to develop dynamic 

capabilities. They classify dynamic capabilities into a hierarchical order with incremental 

ones being at the bottom of the hierarchy, slightly modifying existing resources in order 

to improve performance. As a second step they propose renewing capabilities which 

secure an income stream in an instable environment. At the top are regenerative dynamic 

capabilities which can be triggered internally or externally and are used to improve 

existing capabilities. Regenerative capabilities imply that the organization (or its top-

managers) is able to learn from their mistakes and apply striking changes in order to 

sustain competitive advantage.  

SME dispose of lesser resources than large companies and are often busy organizing their 

day-to-day business (Alonso-Almeida and Llach, 2013; Alonso-Almeida and Bremser, 

2014; Llach and Alonso-Almeida, 2015). Thus, they definitely dispose of operating 

capabilities. However, some SME overcome the restrictions of their limited resource base 

and are considered to be innovative, entrepreneurial or simply focused on global instead 

of local markets and thus also dispose of dynamic capabilities. Especially relying on the 

explanation of Ambrosini et al. (2009) it becomes obvious that dynamic capabilities need 

not be restricted to large multinational companies. Since regenerative capabilities can be 

sourced in from outside by i.e. hiring a new CEO or relying on external expert knowledge, 

smaller or younger (resource-poor) companies can also benefit from them. Examples are 

cited among others by Arend, 2014 and Kuuluvainen, 2012. With regard to dynamic 

capabilities in SME, researchers have often looked on innovation and organizational 
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learning and the manufacturing sector. Thus, to broaden the horizon, this research is going 

to investigate companies from the services industry, namely the sector transport and 

travelling. 

China, as an emerging economy, provides a very different setting to a developed country 

like Spain. As Guo and Cao (2014) describe, China has an intensely competitive market 

where firms have to develop constantly new actions and try out new competitive 

strategies in order to survive. Therefore, it is essential for them to dispose of dynamic 

capabilities. Moreover, the Chinese community in Spain is a very klose-knit one, with 

most migrants stemming from just one Chinese county facilitating knowledge and 

resource transfer. Spain’s Chinese migrants rely comparatively less on government 

support than other parts of the society (Gómez, 2005). Companies that serve China as 

their main market or were created by founders who have been raised in this environment 

might still own some of the capabilities and apply them successfully to another market.  

The last financial crisis was a very volatile environment. Between 2008 and 2011 almost 

11% of companies in the Spanish tourism and transport sector went out of business (INE, 

2015b). Those that survived relied on dynamic capabilities as Alonso-Almeida, Bremser 

and Llach (2015) found out. Therefore, it is of interest to detect the specific capabilities 

that enabled Chinese entrepreneurs to survive the crisis successfully. Thus, in the 

following three case studies are analyzed in order to test this issue. 

 

3. Research Methodology and Research Findings 
Case studies are ideally suited to answer how and why questions (Yin, 2009).  The use of 

case study research is especially appropriate if “how” or “why” questions are studied. Yin 

(2009) provides the example of the usefulness of even single cases to gain thorough 

understanding of a phenomenon. Within the dynamic capabilities approach, single cases 

have been used by Kim, 1998 to point to the importance of crisis for the development of 

certain capabilities or Kuuluvainen, 2012 to show the existence of dynamic capabilities 

in small and medium enterprises. Helfat et al. (2010) note that case studies deepen our 

understanding of the dynamic capabilities approach. They help to understand the 

dynamics present in a defined setting and the number of cases should be increased until 

the moment when adding a new case does not apport any additional value to the research 

in question (Eisenhardt, 1989).   
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This research presents an overview of three independent Chinese companies active in the 

transport and travelling sector in Spain. This sector comprises firms offering transport of 

goods as well as persons and includes buses and planes. The results are an excerpt of a 

larger study undertaken during March and April 2015. Companies were asked for their 

behavior and the strategies employed during the years of the Spanish financial crisis 

(2008 – 2013) and gave performance indicators. Internet surveys in Chinese language 

were sent to managers of  Chinese companies in Spain. Descriptive data of the companies 

are shown in table 1.  

 
 Age Size Location Markets 

covered 

Ownership 

Company A < 5 years < 50 employees Spain China Female 

Company B 11 – 25 

years 

< 50 employees Madrid China and 

Europe 

Family 

Company C > 25 

years 

< 50 employees Madrid China and 

Europe 

Male 

Table 1. Descriptive Data of the Companies 
 

According to literature, company A should not dispose of dynamic capabilities because 

it is still too young. Dynamic capabilities need time to build up (cf. the lifecycle of 

dynamic capabilities by Helfat and Peteraf, 2003). 

Given its focus on the Chinese market, company A judges its industry (despite of the 

crisis in Spain) as a rather stable one. Neither marketing strategies nor product offerings 

have to be changed because of competitive actions. In addition, the views of customers 

are predictable. Competitors are not as predictable but do not pose severe problems. The 

owners were aware of the past crisis in Spain and had in general been prepared for it. A 

plan with anti-crisis measures existed. Despite its young age, the founder had already 

experienced other critical situations beforehand and adjusted accordingly. The female 

owner of the company considers herself to be a risk-taker, pursuing a “good quality has 

its price” strategy. The financial crisis strengthened the company and it is now having 

slightly higher sales, profits and market share than its competition. This may result out of 

the fact that the main competition is located in China. Despite its limited financial 

resources, young age and average supply of resources as well as white and blue collar 

workers it proves to be constantly innovating. The company changes its marketing efforts 

and the way that services are offered on a regular base (i.e. more than once a year) in 
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order to stay ahead of the competition. Accordingly, the company believes that its ability 

to accumulate new knowledge as well as the ability to assign and utilize resources 

improved considerably. In addition it is very positive about other factors indicating the 

existence of dynamic capabilities, for instance the efficiency in knowledge accumulation 

or new product development. Summing it up, the company seems to be able to develop 

dynamic marketing capabilities because of its high innovation focus.  

Company B considers itself to be working in a very stable environment where customers 

and competitors are easily to predict and marketing activities or product offerings change 

seldom. It pursues a quality leader strategy. However, its outlook for the industry is 

gloomy and the family owners believe the environment to be a very hostile one where it 

is difficult to survive. This is due to the fact that resources (capital, blue and white collar 

labor and supplies) are very costly. Despite its age, the company has never lived through 

such a deep crisis before and hence had not been able to learn from past experiences or 

develop an anti-crisis. Still, given the high rate of bankruptcy in Spain, it was still able to 

come out of the crisis relatively strong. Given its belief in a stable industry and its risk-

aversity, the family has not changed operating routines over the five years of the crisis 

and stuck to the same procedures. The owners believe that the company came out of the 

crisis weakened and are rather negative about factors indicating dynamic capabilities as 

i.e. knowledge accumulation and distribution or resource allocation. Moreover the family 

believes that the company is faring slightly worse than its competition. As a result, the 

family relied on proven routines and neither developed nor used dynamic capabilities 

during the crisis.  

Company C judges its industry as a rather volatile one. Marketing activities, product 

offerings have to be changed very often and the actions of the competition are not easily 

predicted. Moreover, customer demands are not easily foreseen, thus, complicating 

successful business even further. The male owner of the company considers himself to be 

a risk-taker pursuing a “good quality has its price” strategy. The financial crisis was 

difficult for the company but it managed to fare slightly better than its competition. Given 

its long standing in the sector it had already experienced other critical situations before 

and learned from them. Thus, it was able to strengthen its competitive position. Similar 

to company A it is changing its resource base on a regular base albeit on a slower pace 

(approximately yearly) in order to stay ahead of the competition. Contrary to company A 

it focuses its effort only on the way services are produced. Still, the owner is rather 

positive in his attitudes towards factors that permit the development of dynamic 
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capabilities, for instance new product development, knowledge accumulation and new 

learning methods. In sum, the company seems to have developed some dynamic 

capabilities.  

A summary of findings are presented in table 2. 

 

Company A  Company B Company C 

Environment perception:  

Little changed 

Environment perception: 

Stable 

Environment perception: 

Volatile 

Dynamic Capabilities 

deployed:  

- Accumulated new 

knowledge. 

Dynamic Capabilities 

deployed: 

- No changed operations 

for five years. No dynamic 

capabilities deployed. 

Dynamic Capabilities 

deployed:  

- Accumulated new 

knowledge. 

- Continuous learning  

Results: 

Improved usage of 

resources and processes. 

Results: 

None. 

Results: 

Developed new products. 

Table 2. Summary of findings 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



María del Mar Alonso-Almeida and Krestin Bremser 

 134 

4. Discussion of results and conclusions 
Thus, as can be seen in table 2 different findings have been identified.  

First, managerial perceptions of the environment are confirmed to trigger the deployment 

of dynamic capabilities (Ambrosini et al., 2009). The findings show that both company 

A and company C dispose of dynamic capabilities. Ambrosini et al. (2009) point out that 

the deployment of dynamic capability depends a lot on managerial perceptions. Managers 

that perceive their environment to be a stable one will not implement changes to their 

resource base in order to improve competitiveness. Company B provides an example of 

this sort of behavior. Despite the perceptions of the two other companies working in a 

very similar environment and macroeconomic indicators pointing to a very critical time 

period for businesses operating in Spain, it does not perceive its environment to be 

volatile.  

Second, companies who consider that environment changes (little or much) identify the 

need to adapt to the changing environment and show a similar behavior in terms of 

dynamic capabilities adoption. Thus, knowledge accumulation and its use in new ways 

seems to be the main dynamic capability deployed. However, on the one hand companies 

used the knowledge accumulated over the time (company C, older company) to face 

changes in environment and to create new products. On the other hand, some companies 

(company A, youngest company) use this new knowledge to improve resources and 

processes. 

Third, the type of ownership emerges to be another driver to determine the deployment 

of dynamic capabilities. Nevertheless, more research should be conducted in this area. 

Finally, unfortunately, the results do not indicate that the Chinese entrepreneurs deployed 

strikingly different strategies or undertook special actions compared to other companies 

basing their operations in Spain. As already stated in previous research on the Spanish 

tourism sector, they relied on innovation and marketing efforts in order to overcome the 

crisis years (Alonso-Almeida and Bremser, 2013) 

Concluding, it can be said that small companies working in a foreign environment are 

able to make use of dynamic capabilities. However, in the case of the surveyed companies 

it requires an entrepreneurial mind with a certain readiness to accept risks.  

Obviously, the research has some limitations with regards to geographical and industry 

coverage. The small sample size does not permit to generalize the results and can only 

give indications. Therefore, repeating the research with a larger sample of companies 

would be very useful. In addition, it could be of interest to study cultural aspects or work 
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with matching pairs of Spanish and Chinese enterprises in order to detect more 

differences between Chinese and Spanish SME. 
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