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CrossMark

Orientation: In the contemporary business environment, there is need for firms to strategically
interact with partners beyond boundaries, and by collaborating these firms can access resource
and technologies beyond their limits.

Research purpose: The aim of this study was to investigate the influence of collaboration-
oriented organisational capabilities (COOC) on supply chain competence among small and
medium enterprises (SMEs) in Zimbabwe.

Motivation for the study: Small and medium enterprises in Zimbabwe have experienced
limited growth, primarily because of their failure to nurture and steer their competencies.
The literature suggests that there is value in synchronised cooperative and competitive
interactions between firms as such interactions incentivise the pursuit of shared interests.

Research design, approach and method: Through a cross-sectional survey, data were collected
from 388 SMEs in Zimbabwe, and structural equation modelling was used to analyse the data.

Main findings: The study specifically found that there is a positive and significant relationship
between collaboration-oriented capabilities and supply chain competence.

Practical/managerial implications: The results of this study demonstrate the critical role of
organisational capabilities in achieving supply chain competence. The study proves that
collaborative capabilities are central to the supply chain success of SMEs, with the possibility
of influencing also the firm’s sustainable competitive advantage in line with the dynamic
capabilities theory.

Contribution/value-add: This study sheds light on the possibility of enhancing the overall
supply chain competence of SMEs by establishing and empirically testing the relationships
between COOC and supply chain competence.

Keywords: customer interaction management capability; partnering proactiveness; supply
chain competence; alliance management capability; SMEs; small and medium enterprises.

Introduction and background

In Zimbabwe, like in most developing economies, there has been a significant increase in the
number of small and medium enterprises (SMEs) over the last two decades (Macheka et al.
2013:127). In Zimbabwe, the company closures that characterised the last two decades have led to
the collapse in formal employment, leaving the SME sector as the biggest provider of livelihood
to families and the engine for economic transformation (Manuere & Majoni 2016:63). These SMEs
now constitute a noticeable portion of the total businesses in most economies, and in some
countries, they are now the primary source of income for approximately 80% of the population
(Kato & Charoenrat 2018:578). In addition, the affirmative action and indigenous laws, enforced
in Zimbabwe since the independence in 1980, have led to the sprouting of several SMEs across all
sectors of the economy (Nyangara 2013:219). Although SMEs are recognised as central to the
economic growth of many countries, they continue to suffer from a number of challenges. Small
and medium enterprises worldwide face increased global competition, limited access to finance
and business and managerial incompetencies, and these have hindered their growth (Lofsten
2016:324; Smit & Watkins 2012:6324). These challenges have also led to the collapse of many SMEs,
and those that survive do not show satisfactory growth. Because of this stunted growth in the
SME sector and the global significance of SMEs, understanding their performance and efficiency
stimuli is key concern for organisational strategy and policy formulation (Rahmandad &
Repenning 2016:649). Undermining the SME sector in strategy and policy formulation will not
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only affect their long-term survival but is also a failure to
recognise that some large firms evolved from these SMEs
(Frank & Roessl 2015:227).

In modern business settings, most of the critical skills and
resources for growth now lie beyond the firm’s boundaries,
and outside of the firm’s direct control and firms must have
the right form of governance to access these (Niesten et al.
2017:3). Small and medium enterprises face peculiar
challenges that make it necessary to seek external collaboration
to improve their efficiency and access to resources through
cooperation (Franco & Haase 2015:168). Such challenges
include limited access to formalised financing from financial
markets and cumbersome operational regulations (Osano &
Languitone 2016:7; Peck, Jackson & Mulvey 2018:29). In this
regard, establishing and maintaining strong interfirm
collaborations increasingly become significant for SMEs as
they seek to confront globalisation and increased competition
(Tan & Liu 2014:420). Most SMEs rely on external information
in business decision-making; hence SMEs cannot survive
in isolation. By creating alliances and collaborations, firms
are able to effectively manage uncertainty in the business
environment, proactively reposition themselves in these
competitive markets and reduce operational costs (O’'Dwyer
& Gilmore 2018:58; Pooe & Mathu 2011:321). Collaboration
entails working across organisational limits to build and
manage exclusive value addition processes, shared resources,
people and technology, and eventually create synergies for
competitive advantage. By collaborating, firms create
valuable unions at strategic, tactical and operational levels to
achieve better planning, forecasting and information,
resources and incentivesharing (Ramanathan & Muyldermans
2010:219). Collaboration-oriented organisational capabilities
(COOC) incorporate alliance management capability,
structural integration capability, supply chain agility,
knowledge management capability and internalisation
capability (Kohtaméki, Rabetino & Moller 2018:188).

As the principal focus of a firm is to maintain a competitive
position, modern firms should improve their interaction with
their stakeholders and monitor production and delivery
processes (Biiytikozkan & Goger 2018:157). As the business
environmental conditions have increasingly become
impulsive, supply chain competence has become critical for
the survival of firms (Kim & Chai 2017:43). Supply chain
competence to the capacity of a firm to manage its technical,
production, and managerial skills support the firm’s supply
chain (Ngai, Chau & Chan 2011:234). Empirical researchers
believe that supply chain competence has the potential to
increase both operational excellence and customer
relationship and consequently firm performance (Rai,
Patnayakuni & Seth 2006:225). It enables firms to positively
respond to unforeseen environmental changes and translate
these changes into opportunities for expansion and growth
(Swafford, Ghosh & Murthy 2008:288). There is value in
synchronised cooperative and competitive interactions
between firms, as such interactions incentivise the pursuit of
shared interests (Niesten & Jolink 2015:81). However, there
is limited and inconclusive empirical evidence on the
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antecedence and dynamics of supply chain interaction and
competence development. As stated by Luo, Rindfleisch and
Tse (2007:73), research on supply chain capabilities has
remained incomplete and imperfect to lead to an
understanding of the complex process that lead to alliance
activities with competitors, as well as supply chain
competencies. As a result, managers and owners of firms are
left with limited strategic management indicators on how
firms can improve supply chain performance through
collaboration and alliances. Most supply chain literature has
dedicated substantial attention to understanding the
antecedents of collaborative relationships without linking
them to supply chain performance and value creation, the
performance actions that improve the worth of a firm and its
products and services (Chen, Preston & Swink 2015:6; Pang
et al. 2015:289; Ramon-Jeronimo, Florez-Lopez & Ramon-
Jeronimo 2017:1488). In this regard, this study seeks to
investigate the influence of COOC, namely customer
interaction management capability, alliance management
capability and partnering proactiveness on supply chain
competence in Zimbabwean SMEs.

Drawing on the both the network theory and the dynamic
capabilities theory, as a specific strand of the resource-based
view (RBV), this study investigates the influence of COOC on
supply competence. By elaborating on the influence of
organisational capabilities on supply chain competence, the
study contributes to the existing literature by pointing out the
significance of the collaboration-oriented capabilities in
understanding supply chain competence. The study addressed
COOC by theoretically conceptualising the capabilities, their
dimensions and empirically validating the constructs. This
aids in providing a clearer understanding of the managerial
practices that SMEs should undertake to ensure supply chain
competence and eventually organisational success. The
research was conducted in the SME context because SMEs
play a significant role in the economic development of many
countries (De Wit & De Kok 2014:283). It is critical that studies
on capabilities be undertaken in the Zimbabwean SMEs
context because there is limited research in this area, and no
study has been carried out on supply chain competence in the
Zimbabwean context.

Literature review
Organisational capabilities

One of the popular notional viewpoints on firm competitiveness
in strategic management is the RBV. The RBV, from which the
dynamic capabilities theory emanates, postulates that
organisational capabilities are a potential source of sustainable
competitive edge and superior performance (Barney 2001:42;
Wernerfelt 1984:171). According to Winter (2003:991), capability
refers to the processes and procedures that are established and
behaviours that are learned by a firm that is extremely patterned,
repetitive and is founded partly in tacit knowledge. In line with
the dynamic capabilities theory, organisational assets are the
resource endowments of the firm, while capabilities act as the
glue that binds assets together and facilitates effective
deployment of these resources (Hooley, Broderick & Moller
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1998:98). Teece (2014:17) posits that while resources or assets are
essential it should be instantly clear to firms that, in today’s
dynamic and competitive environments, resources alone are
mostly of fleeting value when compared to capabilities.
Organisational capabilities represent a dynamic capability that
firms can use to positively react to environmental changes, for
instance through habitually updating objectives to reflect
changes in the business environments and new resource
configurations for product, process or the customer relationship
development (Forkmann et al. 2016:186). Dynamic capabilities
are critical in a firm setting because they determine the speed
and degree at which the firm’s resources are manipulated to
match environmental requirements and opportunities, thereby
generating sustainable competitive advantage (Teece 2012:1395).

Customer interaction management capability

Customer interaction management capability relates to the
firm’s capability to identify, attain and retain profitable
customers. This capability enables the firm to collect and
collate customer transactional data and develop customer
profiles based on their purchasing behaviour (Mukerjee
2012:50). Today’s business setting is increasingly becoming
competitive and dynamic while organisational resources are
becoming largely constrained (Martinez-Conesa, Soto-Acosta
& Carayannis 2017:554). In addition, intense competition and
delicate customer expectations coupled with increased
customer defection are negatively impacting on the firm’s
efforts to build customer loyalty, hindering sustained
viability and growth (Tsou & Huang 2018:1288). This makes
it necessary for firms that seek to be successful to create and
maintain sound business relationships with their customers.
Customer involvement is continually becoming the
foundation for competitive lead and firms are urged to
enhance and facilitate customer participationin organisational
activities (Homburg, Jozi¢ & Kuehnl 2017:3). Firms that
develop superior customer-focused business strategies are
highly likely to increase their market share and attain a
competitive advantage (Lin et al. 2016:21). This makes it
important for firms to increase and manage their interaction
with existing and future customers. Firms need to participate
in regular and planned interactions with customers. This will
assist in the development of customer acquaintances and
other relational and logical assets that enable firms to
comprehend better the changes in customer needs changes
and respond appropriately (Racela 2014:18). In principle,
satisfied customers are key to a firm’s financial performance;
hence, firms need to continuously evaluate the level of
customer satisfaction (Andaleeb, Rashid & Rahman 2016:460).

Partnering proactiveness

Partnering proactiveness refers to the firm’s capability to
realise and respond to the new alliances opportunities that
increase access to resources ahead of its competition (Castro
& Roldéan 2015: Sarkar, Aulakh & Madhok 2009:586). Over
the years, firms have resorted to forming complex relationship
networks with multiple and diverse business partners as a
way of both improving their resource bases and surviving
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turbulent business environments (Liu 2017:553). The
business-to-business ~ environment continues to be
increasingly turbulent owing to the complex techno-socio-
economic changes such as technological sophistication,
globalisation, economic crises and complicated relationships
and networks complexities (Mattsson, Corsaro & Ramos
2015:8). Partnerships are formed between two or more firms
that decide to come together as a way of enhancing the
achievement of their objectives that each firm on its own
would find it difficult to easily achieve (Valenca & Alves
2017:77). Partnering is a deliberate business strategy where
firms that have a reciprocated interdependence decide to
share compatible goals and benefits and the ability of firms to
proactively identify partnering opportunities is a key factor
for success (Raja, Green & Leiringer 2010:260). According to
Wang and Rajagopalan (2015:251), firms that exhibit
partnering proactiveness are more likely to create value
through complementary assets and learning and better
management of conflict and unexpected contingencies.
Proactive firms enjoy first-mover advantages leading to
greater market performance (Sarkar et al. 2009:587).

Alliance management capability

Over the last two decades, interfirm alliances have become
more significant in strengthening the company’s competitive
position (Sluyts et al. 2011:875). Alliances can be used by
firms to develop an assortment of valuable resources that a
firm may not be able to create autonomously. Storbacka
(2012:259) argues that firms should possess an alliance
capability to expand operational performance and eventually
create value for the shareholders. Purposive relationships
between two or more independent firms enable the exchange
of resources and co-development of capabilities for the
realisation of mutually pertinent benefits (Kale & Singh
2009:46). Building on the literature alliance management
capability has been defined as the firm’s ability to manage
strategic business relationships using proper processes such
as coalition target setting, task implementation and
evaluation to achieve shared benefits (Kohtaméki et al.
2018:191). From the viewpoint of the RBV of the firm, alliance
management capabilities are being viewed as heterogeneous
and permanent resources and because of their value, rarity,
inimitability and no substitutability, these capabilities
constitute a potentially important source of sustained
competitive advantage. By creating and assimilating the
knowledge on alliances, firms are able to develop
management capabilities that empower them to manage
business relationships more effectively (Sluyts et al. 2011:875).

Supply chain competence

A competence has been defined as a set of abilities, skills and
technologies, which is difficult to imitate and which the firm
performs better than its competitors, thereby providing a
competitive advantage (Coates & McDermott 2002:436). The
interconnection among sellers, manufacturers, traders,
suppliers and customers in which raw material, capital and
information flow multilaterally among these participants is
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FIGURE 1: Conceptual model.

Supply chain competence

referred to as the supply chain (Costantino et al. 2015:127). In
a supply chain, there is intense and organised coordination,
planning and controlling of products and services between
the various players in the chain (Biiyiikozkan & Goger
2018:157). Supply chain competence therefore relates to the
ability to manage technological, production and management
skills that support the supply chain (Ngai et al. 2011:234). As
the business environment continues to become intensely
knowledge based, firms that invest in supply chain
competencies strategically position themselves for superior
performance (Chan, Ngai & Moon 2017:491). Supply chain
competence is a lasting resource for a firm’s competitive
strength that also promotes value addition positive
unification and configuration of a firm’s functions towards
its strategic objectives (Pettersson & Segerstedt 2013:357).

Conceptual model

The following conceptual model illustrates the dimensions of
COOC and the hypothesised impact they have on supply chain
competence. Collaborative supply chain management
represents the next step in the evolution of supply chain
management (Hugo 2018:239) and this motivated the focus on
collaboration-oriented ~capabilities in this study. The
development of the conceptual model was based on a review of
and integration and learning from existing literature (Figure 1).

Hypothesis development
Customer interaction management capability
and supply chain competence

To successfully manage operations, firms must obtain regular
market information, and create and sustain high-quality
relationships that make it easier for the firm to flexibly
respond to environmental changes (Najafi-Tavani et al.
2018:475). Higher relationship quality positively influences
both knowledge sharing and responsive capability, and
quality interaction with customers has been identified as a
key source of new service ideas and valuable solutions
(Migdadi et al. 2018:182). When interactions with customers
are healthy, any changes in customer needs are quickly
identified and corresponding changes to the product
offerings, technologies, skills or knowledge are undertaken
(Forkman et al. 2016:190). This eventually leads to an
improvement in the level of customer satisfaction and other
firm performance measures. Likewise, supply chain
performance depends largely on efficient coordination of the
activities undertaken with supply chain partners like
customers (Giri & Sarker 2017:170). When a firm can
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effectively manage its interaction with customers, it is able to
identify new customer needs and adapt accordingly, thereby
mitigating the disruptions in the supply chain and
improving overall business performance (Lee & Rha 2016:3).
The resources entrenched within the firms must be utilised
to react to changing customer demands and to deliver
value to customers as a way of refining the supply chain
(Forkman et al. 2016:189). The argument above suggests that
the ability to manage interactions and relationships with
customers is beneficial to the firm as it provides a sustainable
basis for continuous improvement of the supply chain
management abilities. If customer interaction capabilities
help firms to develop and maintain meaningful relationships
with customers, then through such interactions, these firms
should experience an improvement in their supply chain
competences. This leads to the following hypothesis:

H1: There is a positive and significant relationship between
customer interaction management capability and supply chain
competence.

Alliance management capability and supply
chain competence

According to the RBV, a firm is a configuration of connected
resources, capabilities and competencies (Barney 2001:42;
Wernerfelt 1984:171). Dosi and Teece (1998:284) define
capabilities as a distinguished set of skills, matching assets and
business routines that allow a firm to coordinate its activities
for competitive advantage. Based on the capabilities view,
firms that manage their alliances properly can manage their
business processes better than their competitors (Teece
2014:17). When two or more firms enter an alliance, each one of
them will gradually learn about the other firm’s operations,
internal organisation structure and decision-making styles
(Niesten & Jolink 2015:81). This distinctive exchange of
knowledge and information between partners becomes an
essential ingredient for supply chain management, particularly
when it is largely information technology capabilities powered
(Rai et al. 2006:225). By cultivating their alliance management
capabilities, firms may be contributing to the development of
their supply chain competences. Noticeably, how a firm’s
alliances are coordinated and orchestrated is pertinent to its
competitive success (Teece 2014:17). Similar to the evidence
that literature provides regarding alliance management, this
study proposes that firms are able to better their supply chain
competences by improving their alliance management
abilities. As such, this study specifically hypothesises the
following;:

H2: There is a positive and significant relationship between
alliance management capability and supply chain competence.

Partnering proactiveness and supply chain
competence

According to Eisenhardt, Furr and Bingham (2010:1271)
given the dynamism in the business environment, greater
performance largely depends on successfully balancing
competence and proactiveness. In these highly networked
business environments, it is progressively significant for
firms to possess the ability to proactively engage in value
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creation through partnerships, such as combined innovation,
marketing alliances and supply chain coordination (Niesten
& Jolink 2015:89). These interfirm partnerships enable the
exchange of resources for developing processes, products or
services (Pangarkar, Yuan & Hussain 2017:480). The
implication is that partnerships among various firms
produce new and synergistic resource combinations among
these firms (Eisenhardt & Martin 2000:1107). Proactive firms
therefore are better positioned to create first-mover
advantages in distribution channels, product development
and supplier management because the majority of SMEs are
reactive participants in the value chain, and this is central to
achieving sustainable supply chain competence (Wiklund &
Shepherd 2003:1307). The capacity to proactively create,
manage and integrate partnership is important for firms
that seek to attain value co-creation, innovation and
superior supplier and customer management (Sluyts et al.
2011:880). Given these arguments, the following hypothesis
is made.

H3: There is a positive and significant relationship between
partnering proactiveness and supply chain competence.

Research methodology
Research approach and design

This study adopted a positivistic paradigm in investigating
the influence of collaboration-oriented capabilities on supply
chain competence. The choice of this paradigm was justified
by the need to quantitatively analyse the data to meet the
objectives of this study in a more objective manner. A
quantitative approach in research is a formal and objective
methodical process of describing and testing relationships
and examining the cause—effect relations among variables of
interest (Burns & Grove 1993:777). The design used in this
study was a cross-sectional survey research design, with the
aim of establishing the cause—effect relationship without
experimental manipulation. A cross-sectional survey
interrogates the variable that pertains to a phenomenon
simultaneously and data were systematically rearranged in a
manner that allows the description of relationships (Babbie &
Mouton 2001:93). The population of interest in this study was
SMEs, and to make the group manageable and feasible, the
sampling frame was confined to those SMEs that are members
of the SMEs of Zimbabwe (SMEAZ). The SMEAZ is a not-for-
profit organisation that represents the needs and aspirations
of SMEs and assists in raising capital, finding markets,
training and development.

A questionnaire was sent to 832 SMEs, randomly selected
from the SMEAZ database of 1664 SMEs. A self-administered
questionnaire was used to collect data, and to improve on the
response rate, follow-up phone calls and visits were made to
those who had not returned the questionnaires. As a result,
388 valid questionnaires were returned, yielding a 46.6%
response rate. Furthermore, this approach presented the
researcher with an opportunity to clarify the questions to
respondents. The participants were drawn from the various
sectors of the economy and from the 10 provinces of
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TABLE 1: General characteristics of participants (N = 388).
Frequency Percentage Valid (%)

Business sector

Manufacturing 83 21.40 21.40
Retail 102 26.30 26.30
Mining 42 10.80 10.80
Tourism 52 13.40 13.40
Agriculture 47 12.10 12.10
Other 62 16.00 16.00

No. of employees in organisation
0-50 204 52.60 52.60
51-100 66 17.00 17.00
101-150 49 12.60 12.60
151 and more 69 17.01 17.01

Business annual turnover
$0-5000 145 37.40 37.40
$5001-10 000 80 20.60 20.60
$10 000-15 000 88 22.70 22.70
$15 001 and more 75 19.30 19.30

Years of business operation
Less than 5 years 164 42.30 42.30
Between 5 and 10 years 118 30.40 30.40
More than 10 years 106 27.30 27.30

Zimbabwe. The study empirically tested the conceptual
model using data collected from owners and managers of the
388 SMEs in Zimbabwe. Table 1 indicates the demographic
characteristics of the sample.

Measurement instrument

A questionnaire was used to collect the data used in this
study. The scales for both collaborative-oriented capabilities
and supply chain competence were developed in line with
the generally recognised principles of a survey research
design outlined by Burns and Burns (2008:488) and were
predominantly —adapted from previously validated
instruments in the existing literature. Alliance management
capability and partnering proactiveness items were
developed following the work of Parida and Ortqvist (2015),
customer interaction management capability following the
work of Wang and Feng (2012) and supply chain competence
was motivated by the studies carried out by Pettersson and
Segerstedt (2013) and Ngai et al. (2011). A five-point Likert
scale — ranging from ‘Strongly disagree’ to ‘Strongly agree’ —
was used in this study. The choice of a Likert scale
questionnaire was motivated by the fact that it is generally
easy to use and produces more standardised scales, and that
improves on validity and reliability (Babbie & Mouton
2007:160; Burns & Burns 2008:475).

Data analysis

Data analysis refers to the process by which the collected
data transformed into a more manageable size to enable the
categorisation of behaviours and the application of statistical
techniques (Cooper & Schindler 2016:94). In this study,
quantitative methods of data analysis were used. Quantitative
data analysis refers to the statistical representation,
manipulation and management of research data in a manner
that allows the description and explanation of relationships
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that emerge from the observations (Babbie 2005:414).
Structural equation modelling (SEM) was used in data
analysis and in line with the recommendation of Anderson
and Gerbing (1988:411); a two-step approach to SEM was
conducted. Firstly, confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was
performed on all of the construct items to determine the
validity and reliability of the items used in the study.
The second step involved the conceptualisation and testing
of the structural model to test the hypotheses made.

Ethical considerations

Irrespective of the research methods used in a particular
study, ethical considerations remain essential. An academic
research of this nature involves interacting with people on
certain aspects of their lives, hence there is need for the
researcher to exercise care to avoid infringing on participants’
rights to freedom, anonymity, confidentiality and informed
consent (Polit & Hungler 1999:132-134). Burns and Grove
(2010:776) elaborate that informed consent in research
pertains to the potential research participant’s voluntary
agreement to take part in a study, a decision a participant
arrives at after receiving all the critical information about a
study. The participants who took part in this study were
informed of their right to voluntarily consent or decline to
participate, and to withdraw participation at any time
without penalty. All the rights of participants including the
right to anonymity and confidentiality were carefully upheld
throughout the study. Anonymity was ensured by ensuring
that the respondents cannot be linked, even by the researcher,
to their individual responses. The information provided by
the respondents was not and will not be publicly reported in
a manner that identifies the respondents to ensure
confidentiality and, in addition, no names, marks or identities
were provided for on the questionnaires, which aided in
ensuring adherence to ethical considerations.

Validity and reliability of constructs

Through CFA validity and reliability of the measurement, the
model was tested. Convergent validity measures the extent
of correlation of multiple items of the same construct and for
it to hold, the average variance extracted (AVE) values must
beatleast 0.7, although values of 0.5 are considered acceptable
(Fornell & Larcker 1981:40). In addition, item factor loadings
of 0.5 or more confirm convergent validity and so do
composite reliability values of 0.7 or more (Hair, Anderson &
Tatham 1987:260). Composite reliability (CR) also informs the
researcher both on the reliability and internal consistency of
each construct and values of over 0.7 indicate reliability.
Table 2 shows that the loadings for each factor surpass the
0.70 cutoff point and factors capture CR values greater than
0.7, thus exhibiting adequate reliability and validity. The AVE
values ranged between 0.505 and 0.629 which, according to
Fornell and Larcker (1981:40), are considered acceptable.

Discriminant validity was also assessed, and it is a measure
of the degree to which construct items vary from other
construct items. Discriminant validity was also assessed by
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TABLE 2: Validity and reliability assessment.

Construct items Factor CR Cronbach’s AVE
loading alpha

Customer interaction management - 0.794 0.756 0.541

capability

CIMC1: We regularly meet customers - - - -
to learn their current and potential
needs.

CIMC2: We are good at creating 0.765 - - -
relationships with key customers.

CIMC3: We maintain an interactive 0.744 - - -
two-way communication with our
customers.

CIMC4: We have a continual dialogue 0.739 - - -
with each customer.

Alliance management capability - 0.833 0.783 0.555

AMC1: We conduct periodic reviews of ~ 0.802 - - -
our networks.

AMC2: Our firm modifies its network 0.736 - - -
procedures as we learn from
experience.

AMC3: We ensure that strategic
decisions are informed by our
networking.

AMCA4: The company provides 0.740 - - -
opportunities for on-the-job network
training.

Partnering proactiveness - 0.803 0.735 0.505
0.689 - - -

0.700 - - -

PP1: Our firm routinely gathers
information about prospective partners.

PP2: We use firms apart from our 0.715 o = =
existing partners to identify potential
partners.

PP3: Our firm judges in advance which ~ 0.719 - - -
possible partners we can pursue.

PP4: We often initiate the creation of
important business networks.

Supply chain competence - 0.871 0.869 0.629

0.719 = = =

SCC5: Our ability in managing supply 0.769 - - -
chain inventory is excellent.

SCC6: Our ability to meet promised 0.870 - - -

delivery date is excellent.

SCC8: Our ability to issue advanced 0.744 - - -
notice on shipping delays is excellent.

SCCI: Our ability to enhance supply 0.783 - - -
chain’s position in integrity is excellent.

Note: CMIN/df 1.55, p < 0.001, CFI = 0.92, RMSEA = 0.06.

CR, composite reliability; AVE, average variance extracted; CFl, comparative fit index;
RMSEA, root mean square error of approximation; df, degrees of freedom.

TABLE 3: Discriminant validity assessment.

Variable AVE CIMC AMC PP SCC
Customer interaction management capability ~ 0.541 0.736 - - -
(CImC)

Alliance management capability (AMC) 0.555 0.681 0.745 - -
Partnering proactiveness (PP) 0.505 0.694 0.673 0.711 -
Supply chain competence (SCC) 0.629 0.587 0.648 0.574 0.793

comparing the square of the root of the AVE with the
interconstruct correlation coefficients and the square root of
AVE should be greater than the interconstruct correlations
(Fornell & Larcker 1981:39). The results shown in Table 3
prove significant discriminant validity.

Measurement model goodness-of-fit
assessment

Confirmatory factor analysis was used to categorise the
variables (measurement model) and test the hypothesised
conceptual model (structural path model). Confirmatory
factor analysis was also conducted to confirm the structure of
the measurement model using the comparative fit index
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TABLE 4: Result of the hypotheses testing.

Standard path Standard t Test
coefficient error result

H1 Customer interaction 0.100%** 0.023  4.348 Accept
management capability -
supply chain competence

H2 Alliance management 0.418%** 0.016  26.125 Accept
capability = supply chain
competence

H3 Partnering proactiveness 0.250%** 0.079 3.14 Accept

- supply chain
competence

Hypothesis  Path

Note: Significance levels ***, p <0.001.

(CFI), the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA)
and the Chi-square—degrees of freedom ratio (c?/df) (Steiger
1990:175). Adequate model goodness-of-fit is obtained when
cutoff values of 0.90 or more for the CFI index, RMSEA values
less than 0.08 and c¢?/df values lower than 3.0 (reasonable
relative efficiency) and less than 2.0 (good fit) are required
(Hu & Bentler 1998:424; Segars & Grover 1998:140). The
results presented in Table 4 indicate a good fit of the
hypothesised measurement model.

Structural (path) analysis and hypothesis testing

Because the study’s measurement model fits reasonably well,
it is reasonable to assume that there are sound theoretical
foundations for the study. The constructs were converted to
form the structural model through a path diagram so that the
relationships between the variables can be tested. Hence the
correlational associations of the measurement model were
transformed into structural model relationships. The
hypothesised causal relationships among the different
constructs were validated using structural equation model
(SEM) using Amos 24.0 software.

Table 4 presents a summary of the standardised structural
path coefficient for H1-H3 hypotheses and as shown in
Table 4 all hypotheses are fully supported (p < 0.001). As
stated in the results, customer interaction management
capability has a positive and significant effect on supply
chain competence (B = 0.10, ¢ = 4.348, p < 0.001), as stated in
H1. The second hypothesis (H2) suggests that alliance
management capability has a positive effect on supply chain
competence and his hypothesis was also supported at 0.001
level of significance (B = 0.418, ¢+ = 26.125). Alliance
management capabilities have the greatest influence on
supply chain competence. Hypothesis 3, which supposed
that relational governance has a positive and significant
influence on supply chain competence, was also empirically
supported (B = 0.25, t = 3.14). From the results presented, all
the three hypotheses were empirically and significantly
supported.

Discussion and conclusion

This study sought to investigate the relationship between
COOC (customer interaction management capability, alliance
management capability and relational governance) and
supply competence. Building from the dynamic capabilities
theory and the RBV, the three independent dimensions
mentioned above were categorically referred to as COOC.
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The results of this study demonstrate the critical role of
organisational capabilities in achieving supply chain
competence in Zimbabwean SMEs. The study proves that
collaborative capabilities are central to the supply chain
success of SMEs with the possibility of influencing also the
firm’s sustainable competitive advantage in line with the
dynamic capabilities theory (Pooe & Mahlangu 2017:245;
Teece 2014:17). The study thus provided empirical support
for the dynamic capabilities and the relational views of
competitive advantage.

This study sheds light on the possibility of enhancing the
overall supply chain competence of SMEs by establishing
and empirically testing the relationships between COOC
and supply chain competence. Supply chain competence
can be achieved by strategic and outstanding customer
interaction. When customer interactions are well managed,
the firm can detect shift in customer perspectives and
respond with the right product offerings, technologies,
skills or knowledge (Forkman et al. 2016:190). This is central
to the development of supply chain competences. In
addition, the proper management of alliances has proved to
be critical in fostering improved supply chain competence.
The results of this study are consistent with the existing
literature and the findings of Rai et al. (2006:225) who stated
that because alliance management capability fosters the
idiosyncratic exchange of knowledge and information
between partners, it enhances supply chain management.
Lastly, relational governance is also important in supply
chain abilities development.

Managerial implications

Given the dynamism in the business environment, and the
general lack of adequate resources by SMEs to finance
growth, competitive advantage depends upon the firm
ability to continuously develop organisational capabilities
that enhance performance (Najib et al. 2017:574). This study
offers valuable contributions for managers because it
recommends ways to foster superior supply chain
competence, which is a key driver of firm competitive
advantage. The results from this study suggest that managers
should steer up and refine their collaborative organisational
capabilities to manage well their supply chain. The firm’s
interaction with its customers, its alertness to partnering
opportunities and the manner in which it manages strategic
alliances has been proved key to supply chain competence. In
relation to specific managerial practices, owners and
managers of SMEs should cultivate a culture that develops
and empowers employees to collaborate with the external
word, as this empowers the firm to competently manage its
supply chain. Active participation in business networks and
alliances will assist in improving firm supply chain integrity,
delivery time, inventory management and shipping
efficiency. These aspects are central to the supply chain
competence of the firm. Management and owners of SMEs
must also put in place systems to support the development of
collaboration-oriented capabilities as these have proved to be
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critical for firms. Furthermore, it is important for SMEs to
mobilise critical resources for the upgrade of networking and
customer interaction technologies.

This study is not without limitations regarding the
generalisation of the results. The dimensions in this study
were defined primarily based on the provisions of existing
literature. There is therefore a possibility that the critical
elements of research constructs could have been missed in
the process of defining and confining the research construct.
Although due care was taken in the build-up to the research
dimensions, the possibility of misspecifications cannot be
ruled out completely. The other limitation to this study
emanates from data collection and sampling. The methods of
sampling and data collection have limitations, and these
affect the generalisability of the results of this study. Further
research is required to understand the antecedents of COOC
and, additionally, such research explores supply chain
competence in SMEs in a different way. There is also the need
to assess the role of organisational capabilities according to
the different sectoral and national contexts.
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