SME Manufacturers’ Cooperation and Dependence on Major Dealers’ Expert Power in Distribution Channels

RESPONSES TO THE REVIEWER TWO’S COMMENTS
COMMENT 1: 
I would like to thank the authors for composing a very nice paper, which I enjoyed reading. It is well-written, its main concepts and measurements are nicely explained and grounded, the hypotheses are relevant and clear. The method and result sections do what they are supposed to do.

ANSWER 1: 
The authors are so thankful and grateful for the comments made by the reviewer. We sincerely appreciate the reviewer’s encouraging remarks.

Contributions of the paper:

COMMENT 2: 
To be honest I am not sure what the contributions of this paper to the field are. The paper argues these contributions lie in filling in the void on the lack of studies on the influence of expert power of dealers on relationships with SME in an African context. This might be the case, but the current version of the paper does not make a strong case for this (yet). The one argument is that this paper takes the SME perspective by looking dyads between SMEs and (large) dealers. Although it is mentioned that SMEs have specific characteristics (lack of resources/skills) this is hardly new. Moreover, the specific asymmetries/synergies in relationships between large and small firms also are not addressed. In sum, no SME issues are included in the theoretical model and reasoning in this paper. In other words, the fact that the research has relationships of SME firms as its unit of analysis merely seems to be context.

ANSWER 2: 
The authors acknowledge and appreciate the reviewer’s observations and concerns. Thanks for raising the issues. It is true as the reviewer rightly pointed out that in the previous version of our manuscript we did not clearly spell out the contribution our study. To attend to the Reviewer’s concern we have re-written this section of the Introduction and stated four contributions of our study as follows:

“As a contribution, the present study attempt to fill this void by investigating the indirect influence of major dealers’ expert power on manufacturing SMEs channel cooperation and the mediating effects of their trust, relationship commitment and relationship satisfaction in this relationship. In this regard, the current study is set to provide pioneering empirical evidence on how the important phenomenon of major dealers’ expert power influence manufacturing SMEs’ trust, relationship commitment, relationship satisfaction and consequently channel cooperation, hitherto not studied extensively in developing countries of Southern Africa. Furthermore, a Resource Dependency Theory is employed to explain the nature of the relationship between SME manufacturers and their major dealers in Zimbabwe’s distribution channels. This endeavor is considered to provide a strong theoretical grounding to the current research. In addition, this investigation is considered to confirm or disconfirm previous empirical form the Western world while at the same time complementing academic knowledge to the existing body of literature on small business external relationship management in Southern Africa- Zimbabwe in particular. Above and beyond, the current study has practical implications to manufacturing SMEs’ major dealers and therefore seeks to provide practical recommendations”.
COMMENT 3: 

The second argument for this paper lies in the fact that responding firms come from Zimbabwe. Doing research in a specific context makes sense, if one expects that this context leads to specific/deviating findings. Put differently, how does this African/Zimbabwean context influence these results? It seems to me the paper does not address this issue because the special context is only mentioned and not discussed and the hypotheses research in the paper seems to have a general applicability, that is, also have validity in a non-development country context. Given what we know about the developments of the economy of Zimbabwe it is hard to believe that this context does not influence findings. Put these two issues together makes one wonder what the real contributions of this study are. Therefore, I recommend to make the contributions of this paper much clearer, which can be done along (a combination) of two lines. The first line concerns the specifics of inter-organizational relationships between SMEs and large firms. What do we already know about this relationship? Some argue that this relationship can be beneficial (see for example Etemad et al., 2001), others maintain that large firms often profit from the relationships with small firms (Sawers et al., 2008). What does this paper add to the current state of affairs? The second line concerns the specific context from which the firms in this study come. The economy of Zimbabwe has very specific characteristics (negative GDP growth, hyper inflation), which probably impacts on the way firms do business. For example, they have to function in a low institutional trust context. What can we learn from the results of this study given this very specific context? I really urge the authors of this paper to address hopefully both lines.
ANSWER 3: 
The authors also want to thank the Reviewer for the thorough review and observation of this flaw in our original manuscript. There was an oversight on our part and we sincerely regret this.

“Up until early 2009, the economy of Zimbabwe was in a downward spiral for close to a decade and most large sized manufacturing firms either closed down or downsized operations. The SME sector has absorbed skilled manpower from these large firms as they lauched their own small businesses (Smith-Hunter & Mboko, 2009). Nevertheless, as has been confirmed in previous empirical evidence, a cursory observation of the SME sector in Zimbabwe seem to indicate that in order to survive in an economically unstable environment charecterised by hyper-inflation, the SME manufacturers could be depending on their major dealers’ expertise to make up for their shortcomings of distributing their products to the end users with efficacy. Concequently, the SME manufacturers expected to trust, commit and cooperate with their dealers in a beneficial manner (Etemad, Wright, and Dana, 2001). This trust, commitment and satisfaction hence cooperation could be premised on the rationale that because the major delears have invested in building a reputable image of knowledge, skills, networking and experience over a long period of time there are likely to be reliable and honest in order to maintain their good reputation and therefore are unlikely to default hence the manufacturing SMEs’ dependence”. 
The authors would be grateful if the modification provided above meets the Reviewer’s expectations.
Theoretical framework:

COMMENT 4: 

As to the theoretical framework, I have one general issue. I advice reformulating the wording of most hypotheses. For example, currently hypothesis 1 reads: “SME manufacturers’ perception of major dealers’ expert power leads to the attainment of higher levels of trust in the dyad”. The current wording allows that any perception level leads to higher trust levels. I suggest reformulating such hypotheses, for example, by stating “higher levels of perceived major dealers’ export power lead to ….”.

ANSWER 4:

The authors indeed appreciate the reviewer’s observation and recommendation on this matter. Following the Reviewer’s recommendation we have since modified all our hypothesis to read as follows e.g. Hypothesis one (H1):
“H1. Higher levels of perceived major dealers’ expert power lead to the attainment of higher levels of SME manufacturers’ trust in the dyad”.

COMMENT 5:
Given the fact that features of the dyad are evaluated by the SME, I suggest to stronger built in SME characteristics in the theoretical framework. One way of doing this is building on population ecology theory in which the so-called liability of newness proposition is developed (Singh et al., 1986). Perhaps more appropriate is a theoretical framing applying Resource Dependence Theory (Provan et al., 1980). This theory explicitly refers to power relations between organizations and points at ways of copying with these dependencies. In my view, this is happing in the relationships studies in this paper.

ANSWER 5:
Again, we thank the Reviewer for the recommended theoretical grounding of our study. We sincerely apologize to the Reviewer for this weakness in our original manuscript. We have since attended to this problem by using the Resource-Dependence Theory. Following the Reviewer’s recommendation this theory was chosen to provide a theoretical grounding for our study. Moreover, the authors also believe that it befit the current research. Please refer to the modified version of our manuscript reference.
COMMENT 6:
Hypothesis 2 builds on perceived dealers’ expert power, which is fine. The theoretical argument grounding this hypothesis does not use ‘perception’, but seems to use a more objective view of expert power. I recommend rewording this section.
ANSWER 6: 
We are so grateful to the reviewer for noting this regrettable flaw in our original manuscript. This weakness has since been corrected in the modified version of our manuscript (Hypothesis 2 section) to read:

“Accordingly, the higher the perceived major dealer’s expertise, the more it is capacitated to produce more economic benefits and consequently the higher the SME manufacturer’s commitment to the relationship will be”.
Methods:

COMMENT 7:

Data are collected in two of the major cities in Zimbabwe. To what extent does this specific geographic selection lead to bias? I think the authors should explain to the reader what they did to prevent this. We do not learn much about the qualities of the database from the Ministry of SME Development. How many firms were selected? What are their characteristics? What percentage of the firms responded? Is there bias between the sample and the response group? Was a non-response research conducted to prevent sample bias? I strongly advice dealing with these matters.
ANSWER 7:

The Reviewer is highly appreciated for providing such an observation and raising these flaws inour original manuscript. The authors sincerely apologize for this oversight. In response to the reviewer’s concerns the authors have captured the issues raised by the reviewer in the following insertions from the modified version of our manuscript:
“4.1. Sample and Data Collection

Research data were collected from the SME manufacturing sector in 2008 in Harare and Chitungwiza, two of the largest cities in Zimbabwe. The research sampling frame was the Small to Medium Enterprise Association of Zimbabwe. The database of the SME manufacturers was obtained from the Ministry of Small to Medium Enterprise Development in Zimbabwe (MSMED). Of the 1500 SMEs in Harare and Chitungwiza on the MSMED database list, 750 SME manufacturers were randomly selected for the purpose of this research. Students from the University of Zimbabwe were recruited to distribute and collect the questionnaires after appointments with target SME manufacturers were made by telephone. The questionnaires were completed by the manufacturing SME officials who were either the firm owners or those who occupied management positions related to sales or marketing. This was done to ensure the competence of the respondents in evaluating the firms’ relationships with their dealers. A total of 452 usable questionnaires were retrieved for the final data analysis, representing a response rate of 60.3 percent.

4.2. Sample Description

Since the questionnaire were distributed and collected by Ministry of Small to Medium Enterprise Development in Zimbabwe (MSMED), the researchers could not go back to non-respondents to assess non-respondent bias. To assess non-respondent bias we used the technique suggested by Armstrong and Overton (1977) and analyzed the first quartile of responses (113) against the last quartile of responses (113). Comparing the demographic responses indicated no differences in the sample at the .05 level of significance, including company size, respondent experience, company annual income and type of industry. The authors also examined the means of the five variables used in the current study, expert power, trust, relationship commitment, relationship satisfaction and cooperation and found no statistically significant differences between the summed scales of those variables. This suggests a minimal level of non-respondent bias”.
COMMENT 8:
From Table 3 on page 12, one can learn that many correlations are > 0.55. It seems this is regarded as unproblematic, but this could be a probably source of multicollinearity. I suggest that the authors explain why high correlations among independent variables are not problematic.

ANSWER 8:
We appreciate the reviewer’s observations and concern about the correlation between the research constructs. High correlation may lead to discriminant validity problem. However, despite this correlation the authors initially checked for discriminant validity using AVE to ascertain on the distinctiveness of each construct after demonstrating the convergent validity for each of the measures as recommended by Anderson and Gerbing (1988). Following the Reviewer’s concern we further double checked the distinctiveness of the research constructs using another method i.e. Chi-square difference CFA test.  Again the results revealed that discriminant validity was adequate. The following is an insertion from the modified version of our manuscript indicating this: 
“Discriminant validity is established by checking if the AVE value was greater than the highest shared variance (S.V.) value (Fornell and Larcker 1981) and chi-squire difference in all two-factor (i.e., any paired latent constructs) CFA tests (which restricted the factor inter-correlations to unity) (Anderson and Gerbing 1988). As such, all pairs of the constructs and the two-factor CFA tests results revealed an adequate level of discriminant validity. All the related results are shown in Tables 2, 3 and 4”.
COMMENT 9:
In section 5, it is claimed that causal relationships are estimated. I strongly doubt this causality claim. For example, currently the paper maintains that relationship commitment leads to relationship satisfaction. However, the opposite also could be true. Moreover, cross sectional data is used are no time lags between the independent and dependent variables are included. Therefore, I suggest to either dropping the causality claim or convince the reader that there is true causality between the variables in the theoretical model and that causality can be studies using cross sectional data.
ANSWER 9:
We appreciate the Reviewer’s concern. We have since modified our manuscript in tandem with the Reviewer’s recommendation for the section to read as follows:
“We used structural equation modeling (SEM) to estimate the relationship among the constructs based on conceptual model in Fig. 1”. 
While the a relationship between relationship commitment and relationship satisfaction has been long discussed in the marketing channels empirical literatures, there is no general agreement of the direction of effects. For instance, Abdul-Muhmin (2005), Cater and Zabker (2009), and Ramaseshan, Yip, and Pae (2006) have found that relationship satisfaction leads to relationship commitment while . Artz, 1999; Jap & Ganesan, 2000; Siguaw et al., 1998 identified a positive relationship between relationship commitment and relationship satisfaction. The current study adopts the later based on the understanding that because the SME manufacturers are depended on their dealer for expertise there are likely to be committed to that relationship from the onset and that satisfaction with the relationship is a result of the evaluation of subsequent exchanges outcomes. 
Findings:

COMMENT 10:

All hypotheses are empirically confirmed, which is of course a nice result. But how plausible are these findings as we know that the business context firm in Zimbabwe is so different as compared to other (developing) counties. The authors have to come up with some explanations for this particular finding.
ANSWER 10:
Given the high economic instability that once charecterised the business environment up to 2008, one would have expected that our hypothesis statement was likely to be rejected. Nonetheless, this was not the case. Such a finding might be difficult to explain. Perhaps this might be explained by the fact that possibly the economic instability effected most large firms that could not be inflexible while SMEs that were more flexible partly because of size effect could quickly adapt to the changing negative environment. Following this line of reasoning, the economic instability cauld have had more effects between B2B large size firms than small and large firms channel relations. Furthermore, we sought to find out if channel power effects of distribution system outcomes could give unique results from those findings from researches done in developed countries. Again this was not the case too. Therefore, our results seek to confirm that the findings from the developed countries can be applicable in developing countries as was the case with our research findings. To could have been naive and not judicious to assume a-priori these findings without any studying confirming this. Our study is a pioneering attempt to confirm the previous findings from developed countries in developing countries in Southern Africa – Zimbabwe in particular.
Limitations:

COMMENT 11:

I suggest adding the use of cross sectional data as a limitation. Consequently, a longitudinal design would be a more appropriate design which can be included as a future research avenue. 
ANSWER 11
The Reviewers appreciate the reviewer’s recommendation. We have since added the recommended limitation in the modified version of our manuscript as follows:
“Third, this study used cross sectional data and this is a limitation. Consequently, a longitudinal design would be a more appropriate design which can be included as a future research avenue”.
COMMENT 12:

It is unclear to me why studying triads would produce new insights. I invite the authors to elaborate in this suggestion.
ANSWER 12:

We are so grateful to the Reviewer for noting this regrettable flaw in our original manuscript. This weakness has since been corrected in the modified version of our manuscript by opting to remove this limitation and replacing it by another. Please refer to the modified manuscript for reference.
Conclusion:

COMMENT 13:

In my opinion this is a publishable paper for SAJEMS but it still needs some work. Therefore, I advice the editor in chief of SAJEMS offering the authors of this paper a revise and resubmit. Moreover, I suggest to signal that the paper has a high chance of publication in SAJEMS.

ANSWER 12:
Again the authors are thankful to the gratifying comments made by the reviewer. We sincerely appreciate the reviewer’s encouraging remarks.
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