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Introduction:-

Facing an uncertain environment characterized by profound economic, social and technological changes, the
company seeks to ensure its sustainability and to outperform its competitors by developing one or more competitive
advantages. In order to achieve its objectives, it attaches particular importance to the employees who represent a
strategic resource for the company and it uses human resources support mechanisms to improve their learning, their
experience and to help them adopt the appropriate decisions. Coaching can therefore appear as an appropriate
accompanying practice since it is based on a personalized relationship allowing the development of potential for a
purpose of change.

By drawing on the resource approach, we have identified the following research question: To what extent can
human capital play the role of mediator in the relationship between coaching and competitive advantage in
telecommunication companies in Tunisia? The aim is to clarify the relationship between coaching and the human
capital and between the human capital and the competitive advantage and to study the mediating effect of the human
capital within this relationship.
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This research is structured as follows. The first part is devoted to the review of the literature from which we
formulate hypotheses and develop a conceptual model. The second part presents methodology, the results of the
empirical study and the discussion of the results. The last part highlights theoretical contribution and proposes
perspectives for future studies.

Coaching, human capital and competitive advantage: conceptualization of links

Contribution of coaching on human capital

Coaching allows a person to promote a better expression of his qualities, resources or skills. It is part of recent
practices to develop human capital and to have qualified, motivated and competent staff (Moral and Henrichfreise,
2018).Indeed, coaching contributes to the updating of the managers’ knowledge and skills based on learning through
experience, the release of the individual’s potential and the transfer of the acquired knowledge into real applications.
Through coaching, the coachee has the opportunity to receive feedback and an impartial perspective from the coach.
The coach helps the coachee to clarify his personal vision and objectives, to become aware of his mental patterns,
and to promote positive thoughts about his skills. The coach allows him to better understand his experiences, to
learn from them and to generalize them to other similar experiences (Ellinger and Kim, 2014). Coaching is similarly
considered as an essential tool for developing leadership skills that builds the leader’s ability to achieve short-and
long-term organizational goals (Rosha, 2014). It also generates positive attitudes among the employees (satisfaction,
organizational commitment, motivation) and promotes creativity. Indeed, the encouragement of free expression of
feelings and emotions through coaching creates a sense of well-being of the coachee that makes him more creative.
The one-to-one nature of coaching and the techniques used by the coach, such as questioning and feedback, can
inspire reflection, release the mind and foster the managers’ creativity (Monedi and Mouterde, 2009). The coach
assists in the awakening of the coachee's creative abilities by broadening his vision, leaving him free in his choices
and promoting his self-confidence, allowing him to develop his autonomy and his ability to solve problems (Hevin
and Turner, 2003). Thus, we hypothesize that:

H1: Coaching has a positive effect on human capital.

Contribution of human capital on competitive advantage

The human capital is embedded in the organizational members and it is improved thanks to the learning and the
individuals’ experiences (Lin et al., 2016). It refers to their characteristics, knowledge, attitudes, skills, experiences
and intellectual agility (Bontis, 1998).This capital has been highlighted by innumerable authors as the main source
of competitive advantage (Fulmer and Ployhart, 2014). The resource approach highlights the role of the human
capital in building a sustainable competitive advantage through its inimitable character based on its intangible,
complex and business-specific nature (Barney, 1991). The company heavily relies on its intellectual employees who
are able to create new ideas and thus foster innovation and creativity in order to obtain a competitive advantage.
Every company must therefore unleash the creative potential of its employees, since the creative ideas can be used to
innovate, to adapt to changing environment, and to remain competitive (Joo et al., 2013). Thus, we hypothesize that:
H2: The human capital has a positive effect on competitive advantage

The Effect of coaching on competitive advantage

The competitive advantage enables the company to remain at the forefront of the current or the potential competition
and to achieve superior performance ensuring a leading position. The company’s human resources practices can
provide a sustainable source of competitive advantage. Indeed, the way these practices influence the skills may be
unique and thus inimitable given the specific systemic interactions and interdependencies accompanying it (Wright
et al., 1994). Some authors believe that coaching can be a human resources management practice that allows the
acquisition and the maintenance of a competitive advantage (Vidal-Salazar et al., 2012). Coaching is inspired from
the field of sport and its penetration in the world of business has preserved the same spirit in terms of competition,
the search for excellence and the improvement of performance. Coaching is also considered to be the indispensable
tool for dealing with competition in an age when human resources are a primary source of competitive advantage
(Bartlett and Ghoshal, 2002). The value of coaching also lies in its impact on the main sources of competitive
advantage such as cost reduction, quality, productivity (Trenner, 2013) and innovation (Maltbia et al., 2014). Thus,
we hypothesize that:

H3: The coaching has a positive effect on competitive advantage

The Mediating role of HC in the link between coaching and competitive advantage

The resource approach suggests that the human capital values competitive advantage because of the superior value
created by its unique resources. The competitive advantage is obtained by the company seeking the best methods for
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deploying the maximum value of intangible resources (Tovstiga and Tulugurova, 2009).The literature review has
shown that the human capital is an antecedent of competitive advantage and that the intangible human capital
resources must be constantly updated and developed through management practices such as coaching (Wright et al.,
2014). Managers must develop the necessary skills, be responsive and able to self-develop and provide innovative
ideas so that they can deal with the competition (Vargas-Hernandez and Nozuri, 2010).Accordingly, we hypothesize
that:

H4: HC mediates the link between coaching use and competitive advantage

Research method: -

Data collection and sample

To test the research model (Figure 1), this paper draws on a quantitative study conducted within a sample of
companies operating in the telecommunication sector in Tunisia. We have chosen to test the impact of coaching
among the competing companies in the telecommunications sector, which is a key sector of the Tunisian economy.
The chosen target population consists of middle managers who have been coached. The data collection was based on
a convenience method considering its benefits in terms of time saving and cost. In order to improve the first version
of the questionnaire, we have pre-tested it using four middle managers. We have administered our questionnaire to
300 middle managers. We were only able to collect 146 questionnaires, 19 of which are unusable because they
contain a lot of missing data. There are 127 available questionnaires and the response rate is 43%.

All the respondents are mostly men (59.8 percent). The age of 50.4% of the respondents is between 30 and 39 years
old. 40.2% of them have an experience ranging from 5 to 10 years. 44.9% of the responses are from the company
"Orange", 32.2% are from the company "Tunisie Telecom" and 22.9% are from the company "Ooredoo".

H3

Y
Competitive advantage

Coaching Human capital

H1 H2

v

A 4

—» Direct relationship
Figure 1: Conceptual model
- - --3 Indirect relationship

Measure

We have used 25 items developed by Kombarakaranet al. (2008) in order to measure the dimensions of coaching,
namely engagement, people management, dialogue, goal-setting and relationships with the managers. As for human
capital, we have used the measurement scale conceptualized by Ramezanet al. (2011) (12 items) which describes
competence, attitude and Employees’ creativity. And, to measure the competitive advantage, we have used the
measurement scale developed by Awwad (2011). This scale integrates five dimensions, namely, price; quality;
Delivery dependability; product innovation; and time to market (14 items).

Results: -

Psychometric quality of the measurement scales

The purification of the measurement scales has been carried out in two stages. An exploratory stage using the SPSS
21 software to perform the principal component analysis (PCA) and to calculate Cronbach’s alpha. We have
examined the factorization conditions of each variable. The KMO index (Kaiser, Meyer and Olkin) shows values
greater than 0.5 and the Bartlett test is significant for all variables. The factorization conditions are thereby verified.
Subsequently, we have carried out a second PCA, with Varimax rotation. We have confirmed the
multidimensionality of coaching and the uni-dimensionality of the human capital. In terms of competitive
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advantage, the resulting factor structure distributes the competitive advantage in two dimensions: "Competitive
Differentiation Advantage™ and "Competitive Cost Advantage” However, the two items of the "Competitive Cost
Advantage" dimension are very low (because they are less than 0.3) and negatively correlated with the other items.
In addition, this dimension has a small contribution in the total explained variance (16.966%). For these reasons, we
have chosen only the "differentiation based advantage" dimension. In short, the factor loading of all items which
exceed the threshold of 0,5. The internal consistency is verified since the values of Cronbach's alphas are greater
than 0.6 for all the dimensions (Tablel).

Table 1: -Results of the exploratory phase

Constructs Factor loading Cronbach’s Alpha KMO
Coaching 0.511-0.861 0.685-0.839 0.706
Human capital 0.721-0.817 0.946 0.891
Competitive advantage 0.731-0.891 0.905 0.832

For the second confirmatory phase, we have mobilized LISREL 9.2 software to conduct confirmatory factor
analyzes designed to verify the reliability and validity of the measuring instruments. The adjustment indices of the
measurement models are satisfactory (table 2)

Table 2: -The adjustment indices of the measurement models

Coaching Human capital Competitive advantage
RMSEA 0.095 0.019 0.15
NFI 0.93 0.94 0.93
CFlI 0.96 1.00 0.94
GFI 0.93 0.9 0.9
CH-2 normed 2.14 1.04 3.94

The reliability has been verified for all constructs with a Joreskog’s rho above 0.6. For the convergent validity, the
rho rates are greater than 0.5 and significant at the threshold of 1% for human capital, competitive advantage and
second-order coaching construction. In terms of coaching, the rho rates of convergent validity are low and express
the existence of a higher order factor. Indeed, the dimensions are more correlated with each other than with their
respective items (table 3)

Given that the finally obtained factor structure is one-dimensional for the three constructs, we cannot appreciate the
discriminating validity

Table 3: -Convergent Validity and Reliability

Joreskog’s rho convergent validity’s rho
Coaching 0.778 0.9
Human capital 0.947 0.72
Competitive advantage 0.908 0.59

3.2. Test of the theoretical model

At this stage, we will verify the nature and significance of the relationships between the latent variables using the
regression coefficient and Student’s t test. The Student's t test must be greater than 1.96 for the relationship to be
considered significant (Roussel et al., 2002). The hypothesis will therefore be confirmed or rejected. In order to
verify the mediating effect, we have opted for the Baron and Kenny (1986) method.

Hypotheses H1 and H2 were confirmed (table 4). Indeed, coaching has a positive and statistically significant effect
on the human capital, which is positively and significantly linked to competitive advantage. Therefore, H4
hypothesis dealing with the mediating role played by the human capital in the relationship between coaching and
competitive advantage is confirmed. Hypothesis H3 concerning the direct relationship between coaching and
competitive advantage is rejected. However, mediation may exist even in the absence of a significant relationship
between the independent and the dependent variable (Mackinnon et al., 2007). The unconfirmed direct effect of
coaching on competitive advantage remains unconfirmed when the human capital is introduced as a mediating
variable (t = 11.801 <1.96). It is therefore a total mediation.
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Table 4: -Results of the structural model

Structural Links Regression Coefficient Student’s t test
Coaching-human capital 0.076 13.401 > 1.96
Human capital-competitive advantage 0.31 112.88] > 1.96
Coaching -competitive advantage -0.0094 10.0871 > 1.96
Discussion:-

Our ambition in this research has been to examine the link between coaching and competitive advantage through
exploring the mediating role of the human capital.

First, several studies have positively linked coaching to human capital (Silva and Cooray, 2014). Our result is in the
same direction since it has enabled us to confirm a positive and significant impact of coaching on the human capital
in companies belonging to the telecommunications sector in Tunisia. These companies rely on the training, the
development and the support of managers. And, they similarly tend to opt for coaching as a recent practice to
develop the human capital. The training plans of the 3 companies contain coaching action. Indeed, they are spending
an increasing share of the training budget on this new practice. A middle manager can, through coaching, recognize
and exploit his resources. He develops skills such as leadership, the ability to decode the profiles of his employees
and the ability to adapt his management style to the different types of personalities.

Second, several studies have positively associated the human capital with competitive advantage, especially
competitive advantage based on differentiation (Cater and Cater, 2009). Our result is in the same direction since we
have found a positive and significant relationship between these two variables. Indeed, in the Tunisian context,
telecommunications companies believe in the importance of the human capital and always seek to attract and retain
the talents enhancing competitive advantage based on differentiation. The human capital is crucial for the success of
the company in a highly competitive context. Having competent and creative employees enables a competitive
advantage based on differentiation (Diaz-Fernandez et al., 2017).

Third, our results indicate that there is no positive link between coaching and competitive advantage. This could be
due to the fact that the source of the competitive advantage of the telecommunications companies in Tunisia rather
lies in the sophistication of the technical and commercial offer. This result may be consistent with the works of
Wright et al. (2001) which states that human resource practices can be easily copied by competitors and do not
follow the principles of value, scarcity, imperfect imitability and non-substitutability and therefore cannot form a
basis for a sustainable competitive advantage. This result seems to contradict the researches emphasizing coaching
as a management practice that enables the acquisition and maintenance of a competitive advantage (Vidal-Salazar et
al., 2012).

Our study suggests that the human capital fully mediates the relationship between coaching and competitive
advantage. It thus confirms the findings of Wright et al. (2014). These findings suggest that coaching enables the
acquisition of competitive advantage through the human capital which constitutes a strategic resource that must be
constantly updated. Indeed, coaching can contribute to the production of a specific and unique human capital for the
company (Hatch and Dyer, 2004). The telecommunications companies use coaching in order to develop the skills,
the positive attitudes and the creativity of the middle managers. This managers become leaders with intellectual,
relational and emotional intelligence.

Conclusion:-

Despite of the importance of the coaching and the fact that firms are implementing it more and more, we do not
know enough about the impact of this practice on firms. In the perspective of resource based view, the purpose of
this study was to investigate the relationship between coaching and competitive advantage. To have a better
understanding of these links, this research examines the mediating role of human capital that has never been
explored. The Resource based view values the intangible resources more than the tangible resources and considers
that the sustainable competitive advantage is anchored in the efficient channeling of human capital. The direct
relationship between coaching and competitive advantage is not confirmed. This could be due to the contingencies
of the Tunisian context, notably the fact that coaching is an emerging practice. Indeed, coaching is a new practice
and its application is only in an initial phase and therefore cannot constitute a competitive advantage for the
company. We found that coaching has only an indirect effect on competitive advantage via the mediating role of
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human capital. Indeed, this research highlights the importance of coaching in creating competitive advantage
through improving the human capital. Coaching helps to develop the employees' personal and interpersonal skills
and their creativity to innovate, to develop new ideas, to offer the most accessible and suitable services to customers
and to create a competitive advantage based on differentiation.

This research has a number of limitations. First, the convenience sampling technique does not allow findings’
generalizability. Future studies could rather perform a probabilistic sampling method. In addition, we conduct a
quantitative approach that not enables understanding how concretely coaching improves human capital and
competitive advantage. Future researchers may combine between qualitative and quantitative studies to focus on the
dynamic relationships between variables.
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