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Abstract
According to the Cameroon Ministry of Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises, small and
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) constitute 99.8% of companies, employ over 70% of
the active population, and contribute significantly to economic growth and development.
However, less than 25% of new SMEs in Cameroon survive beyond 3 years.
Sustainability is essential to small business owners in exporting coffee from Cameroon as
an indicator of economic growth and job creation. The purpose of this qualitative
multiple case study guided by the transaction cost economics theory was to explore
strategies owners of small businesses exporting coffee from Cameroon use to sustain
business beyond the first 3 years of operation. The participants included four small
business owners in Cameroon exporting coffee from Cameroon who sustained businesses
beyond 3 years. These small business owners participated in semistructured individual
interviews conducted virtually. Yin’s 5-step process for data analysis revealed four
themes: control of the coffee production chain, partnership, trade agreements benefices,
and lowering transaction costs. The key recommendations for small business owners
exporting coffee from Cameroon include focusing on controlling the supply chain coffee
production, creating and building solid partnerships, harnessing the benefits of trade
agreements, and working on reducing transaction costs. The implications for positive
social change include the potential to increase the survival rate of SMEs, leading to job

creation and improved living standards in local communities.
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Section 1: Foundation of the Study

Exporting small business owners could benefit from an improved understanding
of the importance of the transaction cost economics theory and effective strategies to
improve small business sustainability. Small businesses play an essential role in the
world economy and contribute to creating wealth, economic growth, and development
worldwide (Blankson et al., 2017). Small businesses constitute 99.8% of companies
(Ministry of Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises [MSME], 2019, p. 34) and employ
more than 72% of the private-sector workforce in Cameroon (MSME, 2019, p. 35).
According to the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (2018),
SMEs constitute over 95% of all businesses, account for 60% to 70% of employment
globally and provide a significant share of new jobs in different countries. Less than
61.5% of SMEs survive beyond their first 3 years, while the survival rate of SMEs
beyond the first 5 years remains below 42% (Gray & Saunders, 2016).

Researchers have identified internationalization as one of the solutions for the
survival of small businesses (Ibrahim et al., 2016). In this study, I identified the relevance
of the transaction cost economics theory and the effective strategies that successful
exporting small business owners use to remain sustainable beyond 3 years. This section
includes subsections on (a) the background of the problem; (b) the problem and purpose
statements; (c) the nature of the study; (d) the research and interview questions; (e) the
conceptual framework; (f) operational definitions; (g) assumptions, limitations, and
delimitations; (h) the significance of the study; and (i) a review of the academic and

professional literature.



Background of the Problem

The failure of small businesses might be one of the most salient factors in the
Cameroonian economy's inability to modernize. In Cameroon, SMEs constitute 99.8% of
companies (MSME, 2019, p. 34) and are the category of companies with the highest
number of bankruptcies and closings (45% of closings in 2009, 69% in 2010, and 72% in
2016; Evou, 2020, p. 4). In the United States, less than 50% of SMEs survive beyond 5
years (Small Business and Entrepreneurial Council, 2016). Less than 25% of new SMEs
in Cameroon survive beyond 3 years (National Institute of Statistics of Cameroon, 2015).
The high failure rate of nascent SME:s is the result of a lack of management skills,
strategic planning, education, and experience on the part of entrepreneurs (Purves et al.,
2016).

The internationalization of SMEs is a strategy of expansion of activities necessary
when development and survival are no longer possible domestically (Ibrahim et a/.,
2016). Exports of goods and services are an incentive for economic and social
development that leverage the potential to increase economic growth and reduce poverty.
On the other hand, exports are often also a source of foreign exchange outflows for
transactions with imports (Bakari, 2017). In Cameroon, on average, new exporters have a
30% chance of continuing to export the following year, and this probability falls to about
12% by the third year (World Bank, 2016). Understanding the factors related to the
sustainability of SMEs exporting coffee from Cameroon can offer new owners of

exporting SMEs the necessary strategies to support their business for more than 3 years.



Problem Statement
In Cameroon, SMEs constitute 99.8% of businesses (MSME, 2019, p. 34) and are
the category of companies with the highest number of bankruptcies and closings (45% of
closings in 2009, 69% in 2010, and 72% in 2016; Evou, 2020, p. 4). Of the 49,881 SMEs
registered between 2010 and 2016 in Cameroon, fewer than 13,817 were operating at the
end of 2016 because of factors such as lack of funding and access to markets (Ministry of
Economy, Planning, and Regional Development [MINEPAT], 2016). The general
business problem is that some small businesses in Cameroon are unsuccessful in
sustaining businesses beyond 3 years. The specific business problem is that some owners
of small businesses exporting coffee from Cameroon lack strategies to sustain business
beyond the first 3 years of operation.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this qualitative multiple case study was to explore strategies that
owners of small businesses exporting coffee from Cameroon can use to sustain business
beyond the first 3 years of operation. The sample comprised four owners of small
businesses exporting coffee located in Cameroon who sustained their business beyond 3
years of operation. The implications for positive social change include the potential for
Cameroonian small business owners to develop skills and strategies for successful export
business operations, supporting the expansion and development of agriculture and

industry, and possibly leading to the creation of new jobs and improved wages.



Nature of the Study

When selecting a research method, the researcher may choose qualitative,
quantitative, or mixed methods. I selected the qualitative research method to capture the
human experience. Researchers in qualitative studies use open-ended questions to capture
the human experience and explore a phenomenon (Athukorala et a/., 2016; Graci &
Fivush, 2017; Yin, 2018). In contrast, researchers use a quantitative research method to
define and quantify a problem by using numerical results (Yin, 2018). The mixed
methods research requires the researcher to spend more time analyzing both qualitative
and quantitative research (Yin, 2018). To explore strategies that owners of small
businesses exporting coffee from Cameroon can use to sustain business beyond the first 3
years of operation, I did not test hypotheses, which are part of a quantitative method, or
the quantitative portion of the mixed methods study.

I considered three research designs to explore the study on Cameroonian SMEs
sustainability: (a) case study, (b) narrative, and (c) phenomenological. I selected a
multiple case study design. A multiple case study is an appropriate design when a
researcher is asking what, why, and how questions about a phenomenon under
investigation in its natural context (Yin, 2018). Researchers use a case study design to
explore a phenomenon using multiple data sources. In contrast to the case study, narrative
design requires extensive information (Yin, 2018). When conducting the data collection
and analysis, researchers may experience issues because the narrative must determine
who owns the story, who will tell the story, and whose version will convince the audience

of the story (Graci & Fivush, 2017). Phenomenology is a research design in which a



researcher seeks to identify single or several individuals' common human experiences
with phenomena (Cibangu & Hepworth, 2016). Neither the narrative nor
phenomenological design were appropriate for this study because I did not seek to
explore the stories of the participants' lived experiences.
Research Question
What strategies do SME owners exporting coffee from Cameroon use to sustain
business beyond the first 3 years of operation?
Interview Questions
1. What export strategies have you used to achieve success in your business?
2. What challenges have you encountered in developing and implementing
export strategies to sustain your business?
3. What did you find worked best to overcome these challenges?
4. What did you find worked best to access the international market?
5. What did you find worked best to reduce transaction costs?
6. How did your business mission and vision influence the strategic process to
sustain your exports during the first 3 years?
7. How did the provisions of the international and domestic trade agreements
contribute to the success in your exporting business?
8. What additional information would you like to share regarding the strategies
used to succeed and sustain exports under the African Growth and
Opportunity Act (AGOA), the European Union and the African, Caribbean,

and Pacific (EU-ACP) Agreements?



9. What other information do you see pertinent that we did not discuss in this
interview?
Conceptual Framework

The transaction cost economics (TCE) theory was the conceptual framework for
this study. Coase (1937) developed the TCE theory, and Williamson (1979) reintroduced
and expounded the TCE theory during the 1970s. The TCE theory includes the
transactions as the unit of analysis and has as its central concern to create value from the
coordination of governance structures that, according to Williamson (1985), may occur
through vertical integration, market, or contracts. Transaction costs are the trajectories of
capability development that determine the nature of the knowledge acquisition process
and, quite possibly, the kind of competition that may arise in an industry. Therefore,
transaction costs determine the nature of the underlying features and capabilities that a
business may leverage for competitive advantage (Augusto & de Souza, 2015). The TCE
theory is a substantial approach to understand how transaction costs influence the
profitability of business activities and organizational behavior (Anderson et al., 2014).

Using the TCE theory as the lens for this study enabled a deeper exploration of
the strategies that some owners of small businesses exporting coffee located in Cameroon
used to minimize their transaction costs to sustain their businesses. Companies have both
direct and indirect costs associated with establishing contracts between firms and service
providers (Williamson & Ghani, 2012). Researchers use the principles of the TCE theory
to aid with the minimization of transaction costs. TCE is an optimization theory useful in

the analysis process to help managers decide stratagems such as produce or buy choices
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or insource or outsource decisions. Managers often make hierarchies vs. market decisions
based on transaction costs when they use the TCE theory (Williamson & Ghani, 2012).
The postulations of the TCE theory can serve to analyze each transaction, seeking the
governance structure that minimizes transaction costs and thereby increases the efficiency
of the firm in the short term (Neves et a/., 2014). The goal of the TCE theory is to reduce
transaction costs ultimately through efficiency, aiming to achieve sustainable competitive
advantages (Augusto & de Souza, 2015).

Operational Definitions

Entrepreneurial success: A concept that includes (a) financial success as a
measure of earnings, sales, and net worth; (b) relative success as a measure of a firm’s
performance when compared to competitors in the same industry; and (c) personal
success as measured through personal satisfaction, pride in the job, personal achievement,
and lifestyle flexibility (Smith, 2015).

Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs): An SME represents a business
employing up to 100 workers, with revenue below $3 billion “Franc de la Communauté
Financiére Africaine” (francs CFA; African Financial Community Franc) or $5 million
(MSME, 2015).

Small business: A small business is the same as an SME, defined as any business
employing up to 100 workers, with revenue below $3 billion francs CFA or $5 million

(MSME, 2015).



Sustainability: The ability of an organization to respond to short-term financial
needs without compromising the ability to meet future needs (Bansal & DesJardine,
2014).

Transaction costs: Resources or fees that must be expended when completing
transactions (Hsieh et a/., 2016).

Assumptions, Limitations, and Delimitations
Assumptions

Assumptions are ideas that researchers believe to be true, often without adequate
proof to support these beliefs (Schoenung & Dikova, 2016). An assumption is what is
acceptably true about research work and how peers obtain and align information as
influential factors to support truth and accuracy (Dinsmore, 2017). Assumptions are
introspective beliefs a researcher maintains that influence research (Wolgemuth et a/.,
2017). The first assumption of this study was that the participants would answer
questions truthfully and would provide accurate and comprehensive data. The second
assumption was that selected participants would agree to participate voluntarily. The third
assumption was that participants were able to provide useful information on the research
topic.

Limitations

Limitations are restrictions beyond the researcher’s control (Marshall & Rossman,
2016). Limitations are weaknesses or areas of deficiencies of a study due to reasons
beyond the control of the researcher (McCarthy & Muthuri, 2018). Three significant

limitations were apparent. The first limitation was that the literature focused on the
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strategies that SME owners used to sustain their businesses was relatively scarce, and the
number of recently published studies examining SME strategies in Cameroon was low.
The second limitation was that the sample size of four businesses might not represent
other enterprises in Cameroon; therefore, the findings might not transfer to other SMEs.
The third limitation was that participants may feel intimidated during the interview
process and may not feel comfortable talking openly lest their identity and answers to
questions not remain confidential.
Delimitations

Research delimitations of a study are self-imposed limitations on the scope and
design of the study (Snelson, 2016). Delimitations are choices that a researcher makes
and must mention, representing the boundaries set for the study (Qiu & Gullett, 2017).
Delimitations are situations within a researcher’s control, such as addressing participants’
comfort level during data collection by incorporating icebreakers before the interview
(Yin, 2018). The number of participants was four Cameroonian owners of SMEs
exporting coffee. The second delimitation of this study was that participant owners would
have at least 3 years of experience exporting coffee. The third delimitation was that the
study only included owners of SMEs who have implemented strategies to sustain
businesses beyond the first 3 years of operation. Owners of SMEs who have failed were
not eligible to participate in the study, only the owners of SMEs who have succeeded.

Significance of the Study
The results of this study could include strategies that Cameroonian SME owners

implement to succeed and sustain business beyond the first 3 years of operation. Because
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the literature on Cameroonian SMEs exporting coffee appears limited, professional
managers and small business owners in Cameroon would benefit from the strategies that
could help to succeed and sustain activities beyond the first 3 years.
Contribution to Business Practice

Cameroonian small business owners might use the results of this study to develop
new business strategies. The improvement in strategic planning, programming, and
knowledge of the international market, regarding requirements and regulations, could
contribute to reducing the failures of Cameroonian SMEs. The findings from this study
may contribute to improving business practice by providing information that can reduce
the effects of the lack of strategies to sustain SMEs. Owners of SMEs in Cameroon may
use the results of this study to prevent and mitigate the impact arising from the lack of
strategic planning, programming, and knowledge of the international market regarding
requirements and regulations to the survival of SMEs in Cameroon. The results,
conclusions, and recommendations from this study may help SMEs owners in Cameroon
to improve sustainability and minimize the impact of inventory shortages and disruptions
in the coffee supply chain in the international market. Sub-Saharan African exporting
SME owners could use the findings of this study to explore the potential causes of failure
of SMEs and implement prevention and mitigation strategies.
Implications for Social Change

The implications of positive social change include social issues that are of public
concern and affect the welfare of individuals, communities, institutions, or society

(O'Cass & Griffin, 2015). Knowing the level of development of Cameroon, positive
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social change can improve the humanitarian and economic conditions. Successful
businesses effectively contribute to improving the conditions by creating jobs, increasing
participation in sustainable development programs, and contributing to economic growth
(Polonsky et al., 2016). Export success and sustainability of SMEs exporting coffee from
Cameroon could lead to increased coffee exports and, thus, to increased GDP. The
increase in the production of coffee in Cameroon may lead to an increase in activities in
the coffee distribution chain. Increased coffee production may reduce unemployment and
poverty, especially in rural areas. Cameroonian’s SME owners involved in exporting
coffee could be able to pay more taxes. The Cameroonian government could use these
taxes to improve infrastructure, building roads, bridges, schools, homes, and amenities.
A Review of the Professional and Academic Literature

The purpose of this qualitative multiple case study was to explore strategies that
small businesses exporting coffee from Cameroon used to sustain business beyond the
first 3 years of operation. In the literature review, the researcher provides the basis of
inquiry to the overall research question. Researchers review the literature to build a
logical framework for the research and add support to the research topic (Marshall &
Rossman, 2016). In this literature review, the purpose was to discuss and analyze how
TCE theory could be appropriate for SMEs as well as how some exporting coffee SME
owners have used TCE to develop successful strategies for sustainability.

In this first section, I analyze the central concepts of the TCE in detail while
addressing its relevance to this study and then discuss conditions relating to long-term

sustainability, including specific issues associated with exporting SMEs in Cameroon.
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The purpose of literature reviews is to present a summarized analysis and evaluation of
the ideas of other authors and relate the study to the results of other studies and the wider
body of knowledge (Wakefield, 2015). In this literature review, I have aligned the
problem statement and research methodology with peer-reviewed and scholarly sources
to support the research question. This literature review includes an analysis of the topics
related to how owners of small businesses exporting coffee from Cameroon achieved
sustainability and remained in business for longer than 3 years.

The search terms used in this review include TCE, SMEs, small business success,
small business failure, small business growth, sustainability, export support, supply
chain, logistics chain, and competitiveness. I used web pages and books from the search
engine Google Scholar, the University research databases, EBSCOhost, and ProQuest.
These sources include peer-reviewed articles that helped me to explore this topic and
contributed to critical synthesis in the literature review. The literature review includes
147 sources, all of which were peer-reviewed. Out of the 147 peer-reviewed sources, 125
had a publication date less than 5 years from the completion date, representing 85% of
the total sources.

Transaction Cost Economics Theory

TCE was the conceptual framework for this case study. The theories of economic
exchange are under the significant influence of TCE (Remneland-Wikhamn & Knights,
2012). TCE is a fundamental method for analyzing how transaction costs affect the
benefits of business operations as well as human and organizational behavior (Anderson

et al., 2014). The TCE theory includes four elements that adversely impact transactions,
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causing high-cost contracts and maximum marketplace frictions. The four components
are uncertainty, unpredictability, limited bargaining power, and high-cost economic
relationships. These factors also include the rationality that limits the opportunity to scan
all choices to negotiate costs and the individuals’ inherent opportunism that make the
enforcement of contracts more complex and challenging (Williamson, 1985)
Uncertainty and Unpredictability

In being prepared to address the uncertainty involved in organizational activities,
leaders can achieve the goals of profitability, growth, and sustainability. Both effective
strategic planning methods and efficient financial information systems have a direct
relationship with business success. The primary management function of strategic
planning is to reduce uncertainty and unpredictability, which may lead to the reduction of
high transaction costs. Contemporary planning and business management practices
include the mechanisms of enforcement access to formal contracts as a complement to
trading favors. Scoring possibility and incentive compatibility can work as fundamental
components of the practice of trading favors (Verbeke & Kano, 2013). The hierarchical
classification of trading favor applications should be based on their link to the formal
contracting and should describe a range of likely effects (Verbeke & Kano, 2013).
Limited Bargaining Power and Market Choices

When corporate leaders have a smaller number of economizing choices, they
might face difficulties to make effective and efficient decisions. When leaders have more
options, they usually make better decisions. Managers can make more economized

decisions when they have more organized choices (Coase, 1937). Trading favors in
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emerging economies is a prevalent business practice, and researchers have used the TCE
theory to analyze the advantages of trading systematically as an economizing practice to
achieve their efficiency goals (Verbeke & Kano, 2013). Trading favors is a process of
economizing with the goal of cost reduction and efficiency. Trading favors is an essential
element of the relationship contract, is part of transaction control, and leads to
minimizing the transition costs (Verbeke & Kano, 2013).

Rationality

Using the TCE theory as the lens for this study might lead to the implementation
of new strategies to succeed and sustain small businesses. Rationality limits the ability to
analyze all the choices to negotiate expenses; therefore, it leads to an increase in
contracting costs and a reduction in the profitability of companies (Verbeke & Kano,
2013). Managers need to monitor and reduce transaction costs by focusing on control and
rationality, which can lead to more opportunities for innovation (Remneland-Wikhamn &
Knights, 2012). In TCE theory, trading favors is an essential element in the contracting
portion of corporate governance and operations and leads to economizing bounded
rationality and bounded reliability.

Under the TCE theory when rationality and opportunism are related, contractual
problems occur often. Foss and Weber (2016) stated that the imbalance in contracting
stems from the underdeveloped assumption of bounded rationality in TCE theory, which
relies solely on the limit of processing capacity and leads to faulty contracting.
Developing and maintaining buyer-supplier relationships is an essential premise for many

business leaders who are developing channel initiatives. These relationships can lead to
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significant performance improvement and competitive advantage. These connections may
also lead to adverse events such as partnership opportunism (Wang et al., 2013). The
critical behavioral assumptions that influence transactional challenges are bounded
rationality and opportunism. Bounded rationality emphasizes decision-makers’
difficulties in holding and evaluating all complexities relating to decisions. Opportunism
refers to how decision-makers can act in self-interest and guile, often taking advantage of
an emerging situation to suit their needs (Shi et al., 2017).

The environment, which involves stakeholders with a variety of perspectives on
desirable outcomes, is causing more complications in the decision-making process of
international managers (Huff et a/., 2016). Because of the limits of rationality,
multinational managers rely on heuristics or rules of thumb to guide the decision-making
process. These heuristics are techniques that simplify the decision-making process, while
managers from different cultures have different perceptions of the business world and
differ in the way they clarify their facts (Huff et al., 2016).

Individuals’ Inherent Opportunism in Economic Relations

In the TCE theory, the nature of human behavior is significant when adapting
actions or making decisions regardless of the sacrifices of ethical principles (Coase,
1937). Human behavior is a complex and essential factor that managers must study to
understand how it affects enterprises’ organizational cooperation and social change with
contractors (Laudon & Laudon, 2015). The opportunism inherent in human nature makes

the enforcement of contracts more complicated and challenging, which leads to an
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increase in economic relations costs, market frictions, and business relationship conflicts
(Verbeke & Kano, 2013).

One ongoing goal for contractors and their corporations is to trade favors. The
trading of favors is an ethical and fair process in a business that an individual could have
peacefully rooted in social norms in which when these expectations are not met make
trading favors difficult (Verbeke & Kano, 2013). The decision-making process of global
managers relies on motivational biases based on diverse cultural values and definitions of
self-interest (Thomas & Peterson, 2015). In traditional TCE theory, managers focus
primarily on mitigating opportunism-based transaction costs (Foss & Weber, 2016).
Evolution of the TCE Theory

The theory of transaction costs evolved for several years because of the costs of
economic operations presented in commercial relations for centuries (Hardt, 2009). It
rests, in its current developments, on specific hypotheses different from the neo-classical
axiomatic, mainly a hypothesis of different rationality. Coase first introduced the notion
of transaction cost in 1937. Coase, the founder of TCE theory, attributed the existence of
the organization to the cost of using the price mechanism (Coase, 1937). The economics
of transaction costs have a considerable influence on the theories of financial exchange
(Remneland-Wikhamn & Knights, 2012).

Williamson completed the work initiated by Coase by adding to its heterodox
hypotheses, in the sense that they differ from the neo-classical axiomatic to which Coase
did not derogate in his works. With the evolution of information and technology, TCE

theory is an essential method for determining the influence of transaction costs on the
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profitability of the business process, as well as on the behavior of individuals and
companies (Anderson et al., 2014). From this perspective, the transaction cost theory
demonstrates that imperfect information enables parties of a contract to operate
opportunistically by exploiting any information asymmetry (De Schepper et al., 2015).

Transaction cost theory, as developed by Williamson (1975), emphasizes the
economic importance of constructing governance structures for individual transactions to
reduce contractual hazards. The base of Williamson's early development of transaction
cost theory was the idea of small number contracting under conditions of imperfect and
asymmetrically distributed information (Williamson, 1999). A critical extension of
Coase's theorem indicates that, if all transaction costs are zero, the use of resources will
be similar regardless of the type of organization of production and exchange activities.
Therefore, in the absence of transaction costs, other institutional or organizational
arrangements would provide no basis for choice, and the interpretation of transactions by
the TCE theory might not be possible (North, 2016).
Criticism of the TCE Theory

The TCE theory experienced a significant evolution marked by controversy. TCE
served as an essential anchor for analyzing a wide range of strategic and organizational
issues. During the evolution of the TCE theory, studies have demonstrated that the
requirements of the theory are probably not only wrong but also dangerous, because of
the assumptions and logic on which they are based (Ghoshal & Moran, 1996). After

testing the fundamental design goal, the philosophy and applicability of TCE theory,
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researchers found that TCE theory could be useful in application to stakeholder theory

(Ketokivi & Mahoney, 2016).

The stakeholder theory is an organizational management theory and business
ethics that addresses the morals and values of the organizations’ management (Freeman,
1984). The primary purpose of the business entities is to create value for the internal and
external stakeholders. To achieve corporate goals of profitability and sustainability,
leaders must keep their interests aligned with those of stakeholders (internal and
external), including customers, suppliers, employees, communities, and shareholders
(Freeman, 1984). Researchers who oppose TCE theory have made several criticisms,
arguing that the theory lacks generality due to an ethnocentric bias and that it is ignorant
of the contextual basis of human actions and, therefore, presents a sub-socialized vision
of human motivation and a super-socialized vision of institutional control (Ghoshal &
Moran, 1996).

Transaction costs are often difficult to measure and, as noted earlier, difficult to
separate by type. However, to avoid the measurement problem, the researcher can specify
how these costs vary under different observable circumstances, and their different types
are separable if viewed in terms of changes at the margin. These two conditions are
requisite in the derivation of testable implications for the interpretation of organizational
behavior (North, 2016). The use of transaction costs to analyze organizational choice is
superior to 3 other approaches, including incentives, risk, and the costs embodied in

dishonesty, cheating, shirking, and opportunistic behavior.
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The approach for incentives indicates that incentives are not in principle
observable. Therefore, the researcher will do better in deriving testable propositions if the
problem remains the same in terms of the costs of enforcing performance. The second
approach adopting the risk demonstrates the difficulty to ascertain the alteration of risk
under different circumstances. Many risk problems such as the uncertainty about the
enforceability of contracts are also transaction costs problems. Finally, some recent
advances in the transaction-cost analysis have called attention to the costs embodied in
dishonesty, cheating, shirking, and opportunistic behavior. The subjective examination is
the main limitation of this approach (North, 2016).

Several researchers have identified five criticisms of TCE as the dominating view
of boundary decision as follows. First, Firm Failure is a counterpart to Market Failure.
Second, real variance in opportunism (lack of trustworthiness) substitutes for TCE's
assumption of universal marketplace opportunism. Third, transaction costs are included
as a mediating variable to investigate the theory's alleged causal mechanism. Fourth,
Firm Failure implies that internal to the firm transaction costs increase when Dynamic
Capabilities (DC) are low for insourced activities and decrease when DC is high. Finally,
the study of buyer-seller relationships indicates that TCE overemphasizes the role of
marketplace transaction costs, and the impact of DC is much more significant on firm
boundary decisions as TCE (Gulbrandsen, Jay Lambe, & Sandvik, 2017).

The TCE Theory Analyzed
As a concept, researchers use transaction costs in numerous ways in economics,

from merely referring to the fees charged by a financial broker to a much broader concept
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encompassing the comparative efficiency of alternative modes of resource allocation and
economic coordination. At the most general level, transaction costs are the costs that arise
beyond the point of production of a good to affect its allocation (Klaes, 2016).
Researchers use TCE to understand how individuals and groups make (and should make)
decisions to generate economically advantageous outcomes (Ketokivi & Mahoney,
2016).

The distinction between production and allocation may not be meaningful in all
instances. Transaction costs may or may not include transport costs, may or may not refer
only to market exchange, may or may not concern only a single alternative category such
as information costs or the cost of time. Some authors measure transaction costs in
monetary terms, others as departures from first-best outcomes, or just based on
qualitative comparative rankings of feasible institutional alternatives (Klaes, 2016). The
understanding of the TCE theory is possible with the analysis of complex contracting in
its entirety, in which the contracting parties have the foresight to create safeguards to
maintain the integrity of the exchange relationship (Ketokivi & Mahoney, 2016).

For many researchers, focusing on the existence of firms from a TCE perspective,
opportunism is a necessary and sufficient condition for asset ownership. However, for
Martynov and Schepker (2017), opportunism may not always be necessary to explain
such decisions. Uncertainty bounded rationality, and risk aversion may contribute to
integration decisions if the value of the assets that one party seeks to use may be affected
(Martynov & Schepker, 2017). The TCE conventional solution to reduce transaction

costs generally involves choosing a hierarchical governance structure and shifting from
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market to contracting or contracting to vertical integration (Aleksandra et a/., 2018).
Transaction cost is defined by Williamson (1985) as all the ex-ante and ex-post
contracting, monitoring and enforcement costs connected with conducting exchange
activities between firms (Gulbrandsen et al., 2017). Minimizing transaction costs and
maximizing relationship commitments have become the central research phenomena in
inter-firm relationship management.

Firms' managers seeking transaction costs advantage should pay more attention to
economic governance mechanisms, whereas managers with the intention of resolving a
large number of conflicts informally and developing personal ties should refer more to
sociological governance mechanisms (Shahzad et a/., 2018). Transaction cost theory
(TCT) indicates that the nature of transactions determines the selection of the most
efficient contractual arrangements for governing economic activities. The markets are
best suited to manage transactions characterized by low frequency, low uncertainty, and
low asset specificity, while hierarchies are the most appropriate in the presence of high
frequency, high uncertainty, and high specificity (Akbar & Tracogna, 2018). TCE theory
focuses on a small number of transactions. The analysis of TCE theory shows that
increased transaction costs cause opportunism.

The fundamental concepts of TCE theory are a) environmental uncertainty, b)
specific assets, and ¢) opportunism. Environmental uncertainty and specific assets create
exchange hazards that result in opportunism. Meanwhile, specific assets reduce
coordination costs raised by environmental uncertainty (Huo et a/., 2018). According to

the results of the study of Huo et al., (2018), demand uncertainty decreases opportunism,
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supply uncertainty increases opportunism, and technology uncertainty does not have a
significant effect. User-specific assets increase opportunism, while provider-specific
assets decrease opportunism (Huo et a/., 2018). Transactions within the organization may
include costs such as management and monitoring, procuring inputs, and capital
equipment. Transactions outside the organization may include costs such as search and
information costs, bargaining costs, and policing and enforcement costs (Sambasivan et
al., 2017).

In terms of structure, firms are hierarchical entities based on authority
relationships following the idea of private order. Authority is, therefore, the key to
analyzing the employment relationship for decades after Williamson and Coase Knight.
Consequently, authority resides at the heart of the study of institutions of capitalism and
therefore of the firm. For Williamson, authority is a source of efficiency to minimize
transaction costs and create value issued from coordination and cooperation (Baudry &
Chassagnon, 2019).

Ronald Coase wrote in his seminal article about transaction costs that pervade the
stages of deal-making: “operations are often extremely costly, sufficiently costly at any
rate to prevent many transactions that business would carry out in a world in which the
pricing system worked without cost.” During the three stages of pre-deal, deal-making,
and post-deal, transaction costs include search costs, bargaining, and decision costs, and,
finally, policing and enforcement costs. To reduce these costs, each stage depends on
obtaining information. The digital platform has the potential to increase access to

information by the application of advanced technology to every aspect of the deal. It
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thereby impacts the relevant transaction costs at all three stages. As the platform grows,
efficiency grows as well. In systemic ways, the market perfects itself (Lobel, 2018).
Small and Medium Enterprises

To categorize businesses, researchers and organizations use various standards,
mostly related to the number of employees and revenue to define and classify small and
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) (Lampadarios, 2017). In Cameroon, according to the
Law No. 2010/001 of April 13, 2010, SMEs are subdivided into 3 groups: Very Small
Enterprises (VSEs), Small-sized Enterprises (SEs) and Medium-Sized Enterprises (MEs).
SMEs are categorized in the National SME file based on the number of permanent
employees and turnover when they registered. A company is considered a VSE if it has
no more than five employees and an annual revenue of no more than XAF 15 million
($30,000). SEs are companies with six to 20 employees and an annual revenue ranging
from XAF 15 million to XAF 100 million ($30,000 to $200,000).

An enterprise shall be considered a ME if it has 21 to 100 employees and an
annual revenue of more than XAF 100 million and less than XAF 1 billion ($200,000 to
$2 million), which was extended to XAF 3 billion ($6 million) in 2015 (MSME, 2015).
Meanwhile, in other countries, such as the United States, SMEs include businesses with
fewer than 500 employees (Small Business Administration, 2015). In developing
countries such as Cameroon, SMEs have enormous potential for job creation,
entrepreneurship, and the creation of an industrial fabric that can adapt to the needs of
large national companies (Tsambou & Kamga, 2017). In developing countries, staff

characteristics in SMEs include a) personal relationships with the owner, part-time
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workers, lack of skills, and low wages (Lampadarios, 2017). In developing countries,
SMEs are the pillars and the lifeblood of modern economies and are the building blocks
for the economy (Thelepis et a/., 2016).

Hollender et al. (2017) analyzed the importance of the role of SMEs in growth at
various stages of economic development, including the contribution to production, the
achievement of social objectives, the attraction of foreign exchange reserves in a country
and providing employment. In developing countries, SMEs can transform and develop
communities (Ribeiro-Soriano, 2017). In rapidly changing and competitive business
environments, SMEs have a strong influence on the economic development of developing
and developed countries (Margaretha & Supartika, 2016). SMEs can promote local
knowledge by using local raw materials (Peprah et a/., 2016). In developing countries,
SME:s can transform and develop communities (Ribeiro-Soriano, 2017). In rapidly
changing and competitive business environments, SMEs have a strong influence on the
economic development of developing and developed countries (Margaretha & Supartika,
2016). SMEs can promote local knowledge by using local raw materials (Peprah et al.,
2016).

The Role of Exports in the Sustainability of SMEs

Most national and local governments around the world have implemented trade
support initiatives. Mainly offered by export promotion agencies, these programs can be
defined as a set of activities aimed at helping firms to overcome internationalization
obstacles (Van Biesebroeck et al., 2016). International trade research includes the mode

of penetration of foreign markets as a critical element. Companies may choose to enter
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foreign markets alone through direct exports, in partnership with other companies via
contracts with distributors, or by making a direct investment in a foreign country (FDI)
(Bruneel & De Cock, 2016). For SMEs, economic globalization has generated new
competitors but also the opportunity to access new markets and to develop innovative
strategies to enhance competitiveness.

Not only can SMEs' development considerably benefit from international
activities, but also, the ability of SMEs to create, develop, and transfer knowledge on
global markets is the essential source for competitiveness. Understanding competitive
advantage requires a multidimensional framework (German & Boscoianu, 2016). Some
studies demonstrated the evidence that exporting improves SMEs’ growth,
competitiveness, and survival through increasing their productivity, innovation, and
performance, and the Government Export Promotion Programs (GEPPs) which has an
indirect impact on export performance through the enhancement of SMEs’ relationship
quality (Haddoud et al., 2017). Exporting firms’ managers need to recognize and
understand their customers and foreign competitors, be able to improve or adjust their
capabilities, target multiple segments of the export market, manage different partners,
including international distributors, adapt their products according to the shifting needs
and trends of their customers (Evangelista & Mac, 2016).

With low risk, less commitment and greater flexibility in adjusting the volume of
goods to different export markets, export is a more attractive way to enter international
markets, especially for SMEs, in comparison with other alternatives, such as joint

ventures, which involve spending a large number of resources (Fuchs & Kdostner, 2016).
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Export activity fulfills specific business goals, which may be economical and strategic.
Export motivation may result from proactive or reactive actions. Exporting firm's
managers adopt proactive strategies when the goals are the advantage of profit, the
introduction of a single product, technological advantage, exclusive information, the
commitment of management, tax benefits and economies of scale. On the other hand,
when the goals are identifying competitive pressures, excess production capacity, sales
decrease or saturation in the domestic market and proximity of customers and landing
ports, exporting firm's managers adopt reactive actions as a strategy (Stouraitis et al.,
2017).

Challenges and opportunities confront SMEs in international markets. Together
with large corporations, SMEs are among the key players in international trade. SMEs
that belong to traditional (low-tech and labor-intensive) industries can find here the
opportunity for growth or challenge their survival (Rua et a/., 2018). SMEs play a
fundamental role in the economic development and poverty reduction in many countries.
With globalization, developing countries are becoming increasingly interdependent for
the international exchange of goods and services, labor, innovation, and technology.
Thus, the internationalization of SMEs can serve as an effective means for developing
economies to become proactive, to identify opportunities that offer comparative
advantages, and take innovative measures for economic growth, job creation, and
prosperity (Igwe et al., 2018).

In a highly competitive global business environment, SMEs owners are seeking

strategies to improve their performance specifically in terms of export contribution.
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Entrepreneurial orientation (EO) is a managerial capability in which firms’ managers
embark on innovation, proactivity, and risk-taking initiatives to maintain their
competitive advantage (Imran et a/., 2018). Through small and medium businesses,
owners, managers, customers, as well as countries have value, and researchers consider
the crucial role of SMEs in the country's exports. To increase exports, every country
relies on the participation of both small and large firms (Imran et al., 2018).

Country exports can be enhanced through substantial participation of SMEs
because small businesses are relatively easy to start, require low capital investment, and
are easy to manage (Dar et a/., 2017). Due to their significance in spurring innovation,
exports, and economic growth, many countries have focused on supporting the
development of more and more SMEs (Rehman, 2016). The role of exports in every
nation’s economy is important, influencing the level of economic growth, employment,
and the balance of payments (Ahmad et al., 2017; Fatemah & Qayyum, 2018).
Regardless of the nature of the nation’s economy, SMEs make a significant contribution
to innovation, regional development, and social cohesion, which contribute significantly
to GDP, employment, and exports (Rehman, 2016).

International Support for Exports

The African Growth and Opportunity Act (AGOA), and the European Union and
the African, Caribbean, and Pacific (EU-ACP) Agreements include tangible incentives
for African countries to continue efforts to open their economies and build free markets
(AGOA, 2016; Carbone, 2019). The African Growth and Opportunity Act (AGOA) is

expected to help small businesses exporting coffee from Cameroon to the United States
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to be more competitive. The African Growth and Opportunity Act (AGOA) is unilateral
trade legislation between the U.S. and eligible countries of sub-Saharan Africa that was
enacted in May 2000 by President Clinton. The primary goal of AGOA is to expand trade
with Africa by capitalizing on vast and diverse opportunities and incorporating the
continent into the world economy (Lamprecht & Tolmay, 2017). Signed in 2000, it has
helped increase trade, but it has not reached its full potential in enhancing the
development of most African states. The act is designed to promote economic
development in sub-Saharan Africa through privileged access of African goods into US
markets and increased US investment flows into Africa.

AGOA is a non-reciprocal preferential trade program that the US offers to 49 sub-
Saharan African countries. President Obama's decision to extend AGOA, which was set
to expire at the end of September 2015, for another ten years (2015 to 2025), was highly
controversial. The Extension and Enhancement of AGOA Act, signed into law by
President Obama, on 29 June 2015, included many new provisions to incorporate the
views of the US Congress on the implementation of the ten-year extension and the future
trajectory of AGOA (Ismail, 2017). A core element of AGOA includes tangible
incentives for African countries to continue their efforts to open their economies and
build free markets, with the underlying presumption that open markets are the foundation
for economic development (Babarinde & Wright, 2017).

SSA consists of countries that are geographically part of the South of the Sahara,
except Ethiopia, South Africa, and South Sudan (Chukwuogor, 2016). AGOA is expected

to boost exports of eligible products from eligible countries (Coulibaly, 2017). To be
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eligible, SSA countries must comply with the set of conditions required for AGOA
preferences contained in the AGOA legislation. Each SSA country must be working to
improve its economy as well as some socio-political issues, including the rule of law,
human rights, and respect for core labor standards (AGOA, 2016). Governments should
put in place mechanisms to promote entrepreneurship initiatives aimed at creating and
maintaining a favorable business environment, allowing SMEs owners to realize their full
market potential (Cant & Wiid, 2016).

Nonreciprocal agreements have had an economically significant effect on exports
not only for beneficiary countries but also for benefactor countries (Gil-pareja et al.,
2017). With the AGOA, most of the exports from SSA countries can now enter the USA
duty-free, which is expected to boost the exporting and manufacturing sectors in SSA.
The impact of the economic vulnerability and implementation of good governance are
estimated might help Sub-Saharan African countries to overcome poverty. Strong
institutional integrity helps to reduce the negative effects of economic vulnerability on
economic growth (Zaouali & Zaouali, 2015). From the perspective of Ee (2016), the
export-oriented growth strategy is valid in SSA countries.

While U.S. tariff reductions allow a small but statistically significant increase in
the probability of maintaining existing trade relationships, the magnitude of the impact on
new exports is twice as large as the impact on continuously traded goods and the
likelihood of disappearing products (Hejazi et al., 2017). Although non-oil African
exports to the United States have not increased much under AGOA between 2001 and

2015, eligible countries' exports to the United States have become slightly more
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diversified and industrialized. The most substantial increase in exports has been mainly in
textiles and clothing, vehicles, and machinery (Davis, 2017). SSA is a competitive region
to source from, because of cheap labor and the duty-free benefits through AGOA.
However, several challenges hinder a significant increase in sourcing from SSA,
including bureaucratic delays, lack of qualified personnel, constant breakdown of
equipment, lack of advanced textile technology, low-quality standards, long lead times,
bribery and corruption, logistical issues including poor logistics infrastructure and high
inland transportation cost (Adikorley et a/.,2017).

Substantial trade preferences and the Generalized System of Preferences (GSP)
are the basis of the African Growth and Opportunity Act (AGOA), which includes a wide
range of products manufactured in qualified African countries with access to the
American market. The eligibility of a country depends on the annual progress in
improving institutional quality, eradicating poverty, encouraging trade and investment,
increasing access to health services and education and strengthening the private sector
(Mahabir et al. 2018). Two factors contributed to the underutilization of AGOA
preferences: firstly, there was limited capacity, including limited productive capacity and
infrastructure challenges in AGOA-eligible countries, limited the capacity of African
countries to produce and sustain exports eligible products under AGOA preferences.
Secondly, the requirements for U.S. market access (such as product standards, sanitary
and phytosanitary measures, and rules of origin) limit African exports to the United
States under AGOA, as African countries find it difficult to ensure that their products

meet those requirements (Davis, 2017). Local governments need to put in place loan
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guarantee systems to promote and develop SMEs as a national investment imitative.
SMEs must be supported to produce higher returns to contribute to economic
development (Crick et a/. 2018).

To participate in AGOA, all forty-nine countries of sub-Saharan Africa must be
prequalified by the US president as an eligible less developed country and must comply
with stipulated preconditions of the trade legislation. More specifically, these countries
must be a market-based economies, have removed barriers to trade and investment with
the US, protect intellectual property rights, respect the rule of law, embrace political
pluralism, implement anti-corruption policies, respect and protect fundamental human
rights, as well as internationally recognized workers’ rights and labor standards
(including child labor), implement policies for reducing and eradicating poverty,
eliminate support for all acts of terrorism, and eschew all activities that undermine the
national interests of the US. In sum, an eligible African country must continuously
implement reform policies that enhance its domestic business climate, integrate it into the
global economy, and are not harmful or antithetical to American domestic and foreign
interests (Babarinde & Wright, 2017).

The Lomé Africa-Caribbean-Pacific (ACP)/European Union (EU) convention
offers the ACP nations various benefits, including tariff-free access to the EU market.
The tariff-free access applies to all but a few of the ACP nations' goods, which are
covered by the COMMON Agricultural Policy. The EU statistics demonstrate that 90%
of ACP goods enter Europe tariff-free (Parfitt, 2016). For more than 50 years, the EU has

offered various types of non-reciprocal trade preferences for developing countries. The
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main direct goal of non-reciprocal trade preferences is to increase export earnings for
developing countries. Export earnings are expected to increase both because exporters
can charge a higher price than they would if they paid full Most Favored Nation (MFN)
tariff, which is the lowest, and because the quantities of exports increased (Persson &
Wilhelmsson, 2016).

Lowering the EU preferential tariffs contributes to the increase in the extensive
margin of trade for agricultural products (Scoppola et al., 2018). The Economic
Partnership Agreements (EPAs) concluded between the EU, and the ACP include
extensive trade liberalization, ranging from tariff reductions to the liberalization of
services. EPAs are a crucial element in the EU-ACP relationship, supporting trade
liberalization and the competitiveness of the private sector as essential components of
poverty eradication (Langan & Price, 2015). Access to finance and SME export
orientation is a new area of research because of the importance of SMEs in international
business activities and their contribution to the countries' economic growth.

The results of these studies have shown that the export orientation of SMEs is an
essential asset for competitiveness (Kljucnikov & Popesko, 2017). However, the growth
rate and export activities of SMEs are limited by the lack of financial support from banks
and other financial institutions because of the perception of the SMEs’ higher probability
of default (Belas & Sopkova, 2016; Petr, 2016; Vojtovic, 2016; Klju¢nikov & Popesko,
2017). EPPs are essential governmental tools that motivate firms to consider exporting.
EPPs used in both developed and developing countries are targeted explicitly to SMEs to

support their entry and survival in international markets. The programs provide
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knowledge on foreign markets, grant access to specific information, conduct trade
missions abroad, and can be useful for participation in international trade fairs, among
other benefits (Geldres-Weiss & Carrasco-Roa, 2016).

Because EPPs are set up to support SMEs in overcoming export barriers,
including new market trends, different customers, regulations, and fierce competition,
EPPs are inevitably useful for SMEs for sustaining their performance (Coudounaris,
2018). The problem for improving the export performance of SMEs for the national
economy is that SMEs are constrained by a lack of experience and limited resources to
acquire export related information. The kind of external assistance EPPs provide is
needed for SMEs to overcome these constraints (Han & Park, 2019).

In African countries, EPPs are an effective way to lessen the reliance on natural
resources and diversify their economy (Haddoud et al., 2018). Exports are essential for
economic growth and the creation of wealth in developing countries (Haddoud et a/.,
2018; Gebrewahid & Wald, 2017), not only because most firms in developing countries
are small- and medium-sized enterprises (Wilson, 2018). The internationalization of
SMEs through exports could potentially improve efficiency and competitiveness and
generate enormous benefits such as employment generation, poverty reduction, and
foreign exchange earnings (Damoah, 2018; Babatunde, 2017; Dominguez & Mayrhofer,
2017).

Small Business Success and Failure
The failure risk is higher with the lack of separation between ownership and

control in the SMEs governance system (Siisi & Lukason, 2019). SMEs faced significant
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constraints in developing their export potential, including operational problems such as
scarcity of human and financial resources, lack of experienced staff, and difficulties in
designing and implementing successful marketing strategies abroad; difficulties in
obtaining valid and reliable information on external markets and developing contracts
abroad; problems in identifying and selecting markets, and incorrectly matching products
with demands; as well as inadequate knowledge of exportable products and little
understanding of the factors underlying international competitiveness (e.g., packaging,
quality norms and standards) (Garone et al., 2017). Exporting firms also encountered
other barriers specific to export activities, such as language, paperwork, invoicing, and
sales management. Another major obstacle was the lack of technical assistance services
appropriate to the needs of SMEs, particularly in the area of foreign-trade-specific non-
financial services.

The failure of SME:s is related to the failure in meeting supplier performance
standards. In turn, there are several factors that contribute to the failure of SMEs to meet
supplier performance standards, including (a) unclear specifications and terms of
references from suppliers; (b) insufficient information provided to SME suppliers to
ensure understanding of requirements; (c) insufficient feedback and support; (d) no
support of SME suppliers based on their Black Economic Empowerment (BEE) status;
(c) limited or no use of business support programs by SME suppliers; and (e) external
factors such as access to finance, changes in the economy, and location (Van Scheers,
2016). Access to external finance is necessary to reduce the impact of cash flow problems

for SMEs (Sitharam & Hoque, 2016). In West Africa, SMEs are a mixture of self-
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employment and dynamic businesses with a variety of activities, concentrated in urban
areas. SMEs lack access to the financial resources necessary to expand, mature, and
transform into higher size thresholds (Quartey et al., 2017).

The success of a business is not just a measure of financial performance (Kearney
& Meynhardt 2016; Mazzei et al., 2016). However, financial success relies primarily on
tangible resources for business continuity and growth (Bush, 2016; Mazzei et al., 2016).
On the other hand, some small business owners consider their contribution to creating
new jobs, maintaining productivity, and economic growth (Miller et al., 2016).

Szczepanska-Woszczyna and Kurowska-Pysz (2016) found that the success or
failure of an SME depends on the choices and behavior of owners. Practical strategies
and behaviors used by small business owners can have a positive influence on the
sustainability of the business, which can reduce the risk of business failure (Bamiatzi &
Kirchmaier, 2014). The success of SMEs depends on the efficiency of owners who can
well formulate and communicate new strategic directions of the company and motivate
the employees.

Governments’ tax regimes and regulatory are conditions affecting the smooth
operations, the development, and the growth of SMEs (Zvarivadza, 2018). In Ghana,
SME owners generally have the impression that policies adopted or instituted by
Parliament do not have a positive impact on the growth of their businesses. Because of
this, the cost of tax compliance and corruption is one of the leading causes of the failure
of small businesses in Cameroon (Akinboade, 2015). Corruption is a real social issue, and

tax regulation is an instrument of government policy for revenue collection. However, the



36

owners of SMEs seem to have a negative view of the tax policies adopted. Small business
owners believe that paying taxes puts the profitability of their businesses at risk and poses
a threat to their day-to-day operations. Owners of SMEs should be informed about tax
regulatory systems to dispel this misunderstanding. Specialists should explain tax
regulatory systems to encourage SME owners to understand tax systems (Koranteng et
al., 2017).

A good understanding of the owners of SMEs of the phenomenon of corruption
and the system of taxation is necessary to mitigate the impact of these two elements on
their performance (Borchers et al., 2016). Corruption and abuses by state agents are the
consequence of the non-respect of the tax system by the owners of SMEs. SMEs can
better control their spending if their managers understand and comply with regulations
and avoid paying excessive charges in the form of penalties and bribes. Amankwah-
Amoah and Antwi-Agyei (2018) emphasized the need for quality controls, financial
controls, and the process of creating a niche market to prevent business failures. Pryor et
al.(2016) also drew attention to the need to learn about the cognitive processes of a small
business executive, calling for recognition of the factors influencing generation, growth,
and the sustainability of income.

The identifying factors influencing business failures have been studied various
times. For example, Johnson et a/. (2016) surveyed 626 vendors to determine the absolute
and relative causes of failure. The authors felt that organizational well-being, including
job satisfaction, corporate commitment, and turnover intentions, was critical to failure.

Purves et al. (2015) also completed a study to explore the relationship between non-
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financial and financial factors and business survival in Australian organizations. The
results of this study indicated that non-financial factors associated with the organizations
studied influenced their success or failure. These factors included management
involvement in the organizational strategy, board composition, decision-making
approach, and management competencies.

Devece et al. (2016) used data from the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM)
to analyze the 2008 economic crisis in Spain, as well as the pre-crisis economic boom.
The results of the study revealed that necessity-based entrepreneurship was not useful in
times of recession; however, innovation and the recognition of opportunities are
considered as factors of success. The results also show that an entrepreneur’s perception
of openings can be misleading in booming economies. Manufacturing organizations,
especially MSMEs (Micro-small and Medium Enterprises), need to focus on essential
enablers of innovation to sustain global competition (Gupta & Barua, 2016). Faced with
the frequent changes that occur in the contemporary global environment, SMEs are more
flexible and responsive than large companies (Musa and Chinniah, 2016).

Many researchers also recognize the importance of small businesses and their
contribution to the economy. Recognizing the contribution of small businesses is
important because small businesses play a crucial role in creating jobs, providing social
stability, and promoting economic growth (Carbaugh, 2015). Some commercial failures
are inevitable. However, strategic factors can increase the likelihood of sustainability and
success (Bush, 2016). To be considered a success, the company must at least achieve

average profits in the industry (Lun et a/., 2016; Sanchez-Hernandez et a/., 2016).
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Entrepreneurs create changes in the economy and businesses by taking risks, taking
advantage of opportunities, and making decisions about achievement and power (Karimi
& Hamedi, 2016).

The failure of enterprises as an important driver and consequence of
entrepreneurial activity has been neglected in scholarly discussions about how the
entrepreneurial opportunity is exploited (Amankwah-Amoah, 2016). Business failure
includes bankruptcy and discontinuity of the business or property (Hruza, 2016).
Business bankruptcies include organizations involved in legal proceedings or voluntary
actions resulting in losses for creditors.

Understanding the failure of a business is important because a potential failure
could have a short and long-term influence on the strategies, processes, and routines
adopted by entrepreneurs. Many researchers have different perceptions of the failure in
export. The failure in internationalization encompasses making unsuccessful entry
attempts and then partially or fully exiting one or more markets (Lukason & Vissak,
2017). The failure means a firm’s unexpectedly decreased involvement in international
business (Nummela et a/., 2016). Both internal and external factors can trigger this
process, and as a result, the firm may even exit the business (Francioni et a/., 2017).

Researchers use economic and social factors to measure a country's sustainable
development. SMEs have an essential role to play in the sustainable development of a
country. The high failure rate of SMEs is an obstacle to the country's sustainable
development. The sustainability of SMEs is essential for job creation, poverty reduction,

and sustainable economic growth (Fatoki, 2018). Researchers classified factors that affect
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SME borrowing into four groups: (a) relationship lending (number of relations with
financial institutions or years in the relationship), (b) transaction-based lending
(requirement for audited financial statements, average number of used services), (¢)
asset-based lending (total assets, fixed assets, equity, real estate, commercial paper, and
inventory) and (d) other factors (characteristics of SMEs or the sector that SMEs operate
in, distance between banks and clients) (Nguyen & Wolfe, 2016).
Supply Chain

The supply chain is the network of organizations that are involved, through
upstream and downstream linkages, in the different processes and activities that produce
value in the form of products and services in the hands of the ultimate consumer,
including all the steps involved, directly or indirectly, in the satisfaction of a customer
request. The supply chain includes not only manufacturers and suppliers, but also
transporters, warehouses, retailers, and customers themselves. Supply chain management
involves coordinating production, inventory, location, and transportation between
participants in a supply chain to obtain the right combination of responsiveness and
efficiency to serve the market. One goal of supply chain management might be to reduce
or eliminate the buffers of inventory that exist between organizations in a chain through
the sharing of information on demand and current stock levels (Christopher, 2016).
Efficient supply chains could enable Cameroonian small businesses exporting coffee
owners to sustain business beyond the first 3 years of operation.

Companies can make decisions in five areas to define the capabilities of their

supply chain: inventory; location; transport; and information (Hugos, 2018). The
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management of the supply chain network, including a supplier, a manufacturer, and a
vendor, is one of the most important management functions for achieving long-term
competitive advantage (CA). This CA may be because supply chain management's
primary goal is to maximize profit or minimize cost (Zhang et al., 2018). Modern supply
chains are inherently complex, comprising geographically disjointed multi-level entities
competing to serve consumers (Lambert & Enz 2017). A major strategic and competitive
issue for sustainability in supply chains is confirmation and verification that the
processes, products, and activities within the supply chain meet specific sustainability
criteria and certifications. (Grimm et a/., 2016).

Supply chain resilience refers to the firm’s adaptive capability to prepare for
unanticipated events as well as react and recover from disruptions to resume normal
operations or even be in a stronger position after a disturbance has occurred (Assilah, et
al., 2016). As firms’ supply chains become more global, and organizations explore
markets in Africa, China, and Asia, the logistics of bringing demand and supply closer to
each other are becoming more challenging. It raises some structural and security issues
within the global environment (Varzandeh et al., 2016).

Optimizing supply chain entity performance necessitates creating significant trust
in relying on one single organization or broker for storing their sensitive and valuable
information (Abeyratne & Monfared 2016). Blockchain technology is a distributed
database of records or shared public/private ledgers of all digital events that have been
executed and shared among blockchain participating agents (Crosby et al.,2016).

Blockchains are potentially disruptive technology for the design, organization,
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operations, and general management of supply chains. Blockchain’s ability to guarantee
the reliability, traceability, and authenticity of the information, along with smart
contractual relationships for a trustless environment, all portend a major rethinking of
supply chains and supply chain management (Saberi et al., 2019).

Kirchoff et a/.(2016) stated that regional domestic supply chains are confined
within a region while the global supply chains are across the globe. The global supply
chain involves the organization’s worldwide suppliers, astronomical geographical
coordinates, higher transportation costs, and sophisticated logistics because of the
increased lead time in the supply chain. The characteristics of the global supply chain
include dissimilarities in culture, language, laws, and currency (Kirchoff et a/., 2016).

To design an efficient and responsive supply chain, Fisher suggested that to
devise an ideal supply-chain strategy, companies should follow 3 steps (as cited in Trang,
2016). The first step is determining whether their products are functional or innovative.
While the demand for functional products is predictable, companies cope with
unpredictable demand for innovative products. Various aspects of demand including
product life cycle, contribution margins, product variety, forecast errors, stock out rate,
end-of-season markdown and lead time should be considered in realizing which type
products belong to (Trang, 2016). Most West and Central Africa countries have been
experiencing ramshackle in commodity stocks of some of their key export commodities
and long dwell time, making Just-in-Time (JIT) delivery impossible in the supply chain

as has been discussed (Fouda, 2014).
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Logistics Chain

Proper logistics chain management could help small businesses exporting coffee
from Cameroon to gain visibility into the companies' supply chains and to use freight
movements on the appropriate modes of transportation, which can significantly reduce
costs. The logistics industry is a key contributor to global economic growth for
empowering human and goods movement. The growth of the logistics industry is
growing exponentially as the global economy increases. Indeed, it is strategically
prominent for meeting customer demands globally, fostering the right place at the right
time with the right goods in the right quantity and the right package at the right cost. For
instance, the increasing growth of online shopping and home delivery leads to the rapid
growth in transport and traffic (Karia, 2020).

The scope of logistics spans the organization, from the management of raw
materials through to the delivery of the final product. In addition, logistics and supply
chain management can include a multitude of ways to increase efficiency and
productivity and hence contribute significantly to reduced unit costs. Logistics is
essentially a planning orientation and framework that seeks to create a single plan for the
flow of products and information through a business (Christopher, 2016). Poor logistics
management can result in higher logistics costs, for example, inventory, transportation,
order processing, whereby firms handling the processes will suffer from the higher
logistical costs, resulting in lower profitability and reduced competitiveness (Lai &
Cheng, 2016). Time, effort, and cost considerations often dictate logistics decisions

(Darma Wangsa & Wee, 2018).
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The cost paid, which depends on the logistic level of a country, directly affects
exports (Marti & Puertas, 2017). Reducing international trade logistics costs requires the
coordination of logistical activities among importers/exporters, transportation carriers,
freight intermediaries (e.g., freight forwarders, third-party logistics providers and
customs brokers), and government agencies are required (Talley & Riggs, 2018). The key
element in a logistics chain is the transportation system, which joins the separated
activities.

Logistics management typically includes the following activities: inbound and
outbound transportation management, warehousing, materials handling, order fulfillment,
logistics network design, inventory management, supply/demand planning, and
management of third-party logistics (3PL) service provider (Grant et a/., 2017). Transport
is an essential link in successful supply chains because of its crucial role in global
economic development, improving quality of life and business success. Effective
transport processes ensure the rapid flow of essential goods across global supply chains.
Efficient transport operations affect delivery costs by ensuring that products are
affordable in multiple markets (Novack et al., 2019).

Logistics activities are becoming more integrated as the management of foreign
trade becomes a part of natural evolution (Kalinicheva et al., 2016). Logistics
management is essentially an integrative process that seeks to optimize the flows of
materials and supplies through the organization and its operations to the customer. In
addition to all logistics management activities, Supply Chain Management encompasses

manufacturing, coordinating processes and activities with and between marketing, sales,
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product design, finance, and information technology (Grant et al., 2017). The logistics of
physical items generally involve the integration of information flow, material handling,
production, packaging, inventory, transportation, housing, and often security (Devine,
2020).

Competitiveness

Competitive advantage is the basis for the success of any company in the market.
Many companies with decades of history are in a dynamic race with their domestic and
global rivals. In addition, competitive advantage is the ability of the company to make its
offer more attractive than the competition in the eyes of the consumers (Blazeska &
Ristoviska, 2016). Lower logistics costs reduce the cost of delivering products nationally
and globally, thereby encouraging sales, increasing trade, opening new markets, and
encouraging business, in general. In addition, an improved understanding of logistics
costs is important not only to better evaluate and target policy efforts in the freight
transport and logistics sector but also to facilitate competitiveness across industries
(Rantasila & Ojala.2015).

SMESs have many constraints on export fronts, due to lack of resources and poor
innovative capabilities. To face global competition successfully and overcome the
dynamic challenges of the market, SMEs have to break their isolation in the value chain
and use supply chain management as a competitive tool (Kumar & Kumar Singh, 2017).
Businesses face new customer needs and global competition leading to fundamental

changes in today's industry (Winkelhaus & Grosse, 2020). Competitive advantage may be
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the result of the ability of owners to manage timely unpredictability that had a more
significant effect on the survival and growth of businesses (Dobni et a/., 2016).

The mediating effects on responsible innovation in the relationship between
corporate social responsibility, environmental management and the competitiveness of
small and medium-sized enterprises depend on the inclusion of stakeholders in the
innovation process, the anticipation of future trends in terms of social responsibility
innovation and responsiveness to potential risks (Hadj, 2020). Globalization,
competitiveness, and development expenditures are useful in poverty alleviation (Hassan,
et al., 2020). Minimizing system-wide costs while meeting service level requirements
demands that supply chain and logistics management include the set of approaches used
to integrate suppliers, manufacturers, warehouses, and stores so that a company can
produce and distribute merchandise in the right quantities and places, at the right time
(Ansari et al., 2018).

The collaborative approach of supply chain performance can include the
following effects: (a) a general risk reduction and the achievement of competitive
advantages, (b) inventory level reduction, (¢) total cost reduction, (d) lower customer
rotation and (e) reduction in delivery lead time and revenue enhancements (Fera et a/.,
2017). A cluster is a group of enterprises, institutions, and other types of interdependent
organizations concentrated in the same field, and whose primary purpose is cooperation
among the participants. By using shared resources, the participants can gain a

competitive advantage in the market. Owners of SMEs participating in a cluster can
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exploit opportunities resulting from sharing resources and exchanging experiences and
knowledge (Haviernikova et a/., 2017).

The success of SMEs exposed to the competition may depend on a well-managed
change. In this case, changes in organizational factors will increase the SMEs'
competitiveness and decrease the firm's operating costs (Mustafa et al., 2019). Small
firms with a strategic focus of low cost or differentiation are more likely to achieve
success if accompanied by the development of strong internal managerial competences
(Agyapong et al., 2016). Small enterprises which are highly innovative can implement
differentiation as a competitive strategy (Agyapong et al., 2016). Yanah et a/l. (2018)
demonstrated that partnerships have more influence on competitiveness than other
variables such as financing, entrepreneurship training, and business assistance.

SMEs are the most responsive to market needs, adaptable to changes, and mobile
with innovations in response to consumer demands, bringing significant improvements to
the competitive environment. Drawing attention to the SMEs' performance is necessary
to increase their competitiveness, which depends on having access to a large market such
as that of European Union countries, increasing the volume of exports, and developing
innovative entrepreneurship (Zugrav, 2018). Most owners of SMEs face resource
constraints and need support to acquire the skills and compete successfully in the
international market (Zugrav, 2018). Ogbari et al. (2018) conducted a comparative
analysis of SMEs' strategic orientations based on the presence of aggressiveness, futurity,
riskiness, proactiveness and analysis, and defensiveness for performance. The results of

the analysis show that to bring out change, enhance operational efficiency, and contribute
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to organizational performance and competitive advantage, SMEs need to be innovative,
proactive, and to foster more strategic improvisational actions.
Transition

Section 1 included a description of the conceptual context of the study. The key
elements in this section include the background of the problem, problem statements,
purpose statements, nature of the study, research, and interview questions. Other
components of this section included details on (a) conceptual framework, (b) operational
definitions, (c) assumptions, limitations, and delimitations, (d) significance of the study,
and (e) review of the academic and professional literature. Section 2 includes discussion
on the research method and design, my role as the researcher, participants, population and
sampling techniques, ethical research issues, data collection and analysis, and reliability
and validity. Section 3 covers the presentation of findings, discusses the results and
implications for social change, and provides recommendations for action and future

research studies.



48

Section 2: The Project

The objective of this qualitative multiple case study was to explore strategies that
owners of small businesses exporting coffee from Cameroon can use to sustain business
beyond the first 3 years of operation. The critical aspect of this section covers the
techniques and methods applied, which enabled me to appropriately provide answers to
the qualitative multiple case study research question. The main topics in this section
include (a) the purpose statement, (b) the role of the researcher, (c) the participants, (d)
the research method, (e) the research design, (f) population and sampling, (g) ethical
research, (h) data collection, (i) data analysis, and (j) reliability and validity.

Purpose Statement

The purpose of this qualitative multiple case study was to explore strategies that
owners of small businesses exporting coffee from Cameroon used to sustain business
beyond the first 3 years of operation. The sample for this study comprised four owners of
small enterprises exporting coffee located in Cameroon. The owners of small businesses
exporting coffee selected have successfully developed and implemented strategies that
sustained their business beyond the first 3 years of operation. The implications for
positive social change include the potential for Cameroonian small business owners to
develop skills and strategies for successful export business operations, support the
expansion and development of agriculture and industry, lead to the creation of new jobs,

and improve wages.
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Role of the Researcher

The researcher is a key instrument, especially in qualitative research approaches,
and thus, they must remain unbiased (Leedy et a/., 2019; Twining et al., 2017; Yates &
Leggett, 2016). In the qualitative research method, the researcher is the primary data
collecting instrument who interacts with the participants and gains access to insightful
data using interviews as a data collection method (Dikko, 2016). I served as the primary
data collection instrument. The role of a qualitative case study researcher involves
collecting, organizing, analyzing, and interpreting the data and presenting the results of
the study (Bengtsson, 2016; Roulston, 2016; Yin, 2018). Furthermore, Sutton and Austin
(2015) stated that the role of the researcher in qualitative research is to attempt to access
the thoughts and feelings of study participants. In addition to the primary data collection
instrument role, I identified themes and meanings that might emerge from the dialog box.

The personal role in this qualitative case study was to explore strategies that small
businesses used to sustain their business beyond the first 3 years of operation by
gathering information from the interviews and secondary data materials. Sharing the
connection to the research may serve researchers to decrease their personal bias (Birt et
al., 2016; Loeb et al., 2017; Madill & Sullivan, 2017). The interest in this research is
because of personal experience in international business. As a former sales manager in
companies in Africa with international customers, assessing the impact of transportation
costs on product prices was part of daily tasks. Thus, with the responsibilities in this
position, I was exposed to the difficulties encountered by export managers. In this study,

the role of the researcher was to understand the behaviors behind the phenomena of the
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growing social activity of exporting and marketing products from Cameroon to the
United States. The role of the researcher included the choice of study design, selection of
participants and collection, organization, and analysis of data.

The 1979 Belmont Report serves as an ethical framework for researchers to avoid
causing harm and maximize benefit, autonomy, and justice for all participants. The
Belmont Report contains instructions for researchers to respect the people involved in the
study, beneficence, and justice (Dasgupta, 2015). The Belmont Report also offers
participants protection against the use of individuals or groups in research studies without
prior consent. The use of research ethics serves to protect the rights of research
participants, which included includes obtaining consent from the participant before the
interview and maintaining anonymity and confidentiality of participants during the period
of the research (Burdon & Harvey, 2016).

Researchers must identify and recognize the existence of bias in research (Malone
et al., 2017). To mitigate bias, researchers should avoid including their viewpoints and
instead view data through the selected participants’ lens (Bell, 2014; Malone et al., 2017).
My experience did not influence the data collection phase of this research process;
furthermore, personal thoughts were put aside during the investigation. To avoid biased
answers, responses that did not seem correct required clarification, and answers that
seemed accurate were user-friendly challenges.

To avoid using a personal lens during the data collection process, I used an
interview protocol (see Appendix A). An interview protocol is a step-by-step plan that a

qualitative researcher writes as a guide to help conduct in-depth qualitative interviews
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and collect deep quality information for analysis by listing the main points of exploration,
provisional questions and planned investigation, and transitions (Arsel, 2017). The
interview protocol includes open-ended interview questions and a section at the top to
enter information about the interviewee and the time and place I conducted the interview.
The researcher should write a plan on how one would refrain from presenting one's
perspective and represent the participants' perspective before carrying out any
involvement with the participants (Yin, 2018). Using the interview protocol helped
ensure that I asked the same open-ended questions to each participant while interviewing
the participants.
Participants

The choice of appropriate sample size in qualitative research is an area of
conceptual debate and practical uncertainty (Vasileiou et al., 2018). To conduct
qualitative interviews, a researcher must prepare, plan, listen intently, ensure interview
accuracy using an audio recording, and take notes (Castillo-Montoya, 2016). A researcher
might follow the eight principles or stages of motivational interviewing, which include
choosing a framework that has a little distraction, explaining the reason for the interview,
addressing confidentiality, and explaining the format of the interview (Yin, 2018). These
principles could improve a good working relationship between participants and the
researcher.

Qualitative methods serve researchers to provide readers with a view of
participants' interpretation of their experiences, thoughts, and opinions about a

phenomenon (Comert, 2018; Runfola et al., 2016; Sundar et a/., 2018). In the qualitative
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method, researchers select relevant study participants to improve data collection and
answer the research question (Alexander et a/l., 2018; Allen et al., 2018; Saunders et al.,
2016). All the participants were owners of small businesses located in Cameroon
exporting coffee. Participants in this research were encouraged to share their experiences
in maintaining their businesses.

The interview questions were the same and in the same order, open-ended for
clarity, consistency, and minimum bias. Tunarosa and Glynn (2017) stated that the
rationale for using an interview protocol is for consistency and for the restriction to stay
within the designed research interview process. The interview protocol is helpful to avoid
influencing the response of the participants (Edwards, 2017).

Experience and knowledge in the subject area should be the criteria to consider in
selecting the participants for the multiple case study (Yin, 2018). Owners from exporting
companies located in Cameroon were selected instead of other companies’ owners in
Africa because I aimed to identify the optimal strategy already put in place by those
company owners. The participants of this study were owners of small businesses located
in Cameroon exporting coffee who have successfully sustained business beyond the first
3 years of operation. The Chambers of Commerce in Cameroon, the United States, and
the European Union publish business directories regularly. These directories contain
contact information that served to contact potential candidates by phone or email to
inquire about their interest in participating in the study. In Cameroon, the participating

candidates were four owners of small businesses located in Cameroon, exporting coffee.
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A small number of participants in qualitative studies are often selected because of
the depth and variance of collected data as it pertains to how each participant experienced
the phenomena in question (Roulston, 2016). Using many participants in qualitative
studies is not practical or beneficial to the researcher as it is costly, time-consuming, and
may not add value beyond the point of data saturation (Van Rijnsoever, 2017). The
number of participants for the interviews was one participant per selected company. The
qualifying criteria for being considered as study participants were (a) industry sector, (b)
experience, and (c) location. Participants in this multiple case study were in Cameroon.
They also needed to have at least 3 years’ experience in exporting coffee.

Prior to conducting a research study, researchers must ensure that the participants
agree to participate (Amundsen et a/., 2017; Bronnenmayer et al., 2016; Porter et a/.,
2018). The four selected participants within each organization ensured the validity of the
interview transcription because they were essential resources. Yin (2017) suggested that a
researcher should indicate how long the interview would take. Participants received an
explanation of the expected duration of an interview, about 30 to 45 minutes on the phone
or in person.

Data collected from the interviews will remain secured in a personal safe for a
maximum of 5 years and thereafter be shredded (see Rumbold & Pierscionek, 2017).
Participants received the assurance that confidential information and personal data were
used only for research purposes. A researcher should obtain a signed consent form from

all participants in a study (Leedy et al., 2019; Lentz et al., 2016; Yin, 2018). All
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participants were provided a signed consent form, which included information on
participants' options.
Research Method and Design

The purpose of this qualitative multiple case study was to explore strategies that
small businesses exporting coffee from Cameroon used to sustain business beyond the
first 3 years of operation. Research involves details and analysis (Leedy & Ormrod,
2016). This section includes my approach for choosing the research method and the
design of this study.
Research Method

Qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods are the three types of common
research methods (Makrakis & Kostoulas-Makrakis, 2016). Researchers use qualitative
research methods to develop new insights, explore new concepts, and gain a rich
description of a phenomenon under study (Andrews et al., 2016; Athukorala et al., 2016;
Cornelissen, 2017). The qualitative research method was suitable for this study.
Researchers use qualitative methods to explore participants' experiences (Yin, 2018).
Researchers have identified qualitative approaches as valuable research tools to make
meaningful business decisions (Sukamolson, 2016; Taguchi, 2018). The knowledge
obtained through social science begins at a qualitative level before moving to a
quantitative level, and those qualitative data are more useful in clarifying unknown causal
mechanisms (Gerring, 2017).

In the qualitative method, researchers select specific questions to ask during the

interview process (Cummings et al., 2016). The researcher focuses on applied and
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theoretical findings or discoveries based on the research questions through a field study
in natural environments (Park & Park, 2016). Qualitative research method helps to
adduce personal responses from the audience (Manhas & Oberle, 2015). Marshall and
Rossman (2016) believed that qualitative research is advantageous when the researcher
intends to capture the true meaning of an experience. The qualitative method may be
ideal for exploring strategies that owners of small businesses exporting coffee from
Cameroon can use to sustain their business beyond the first 3 years of operation.

Holloway and Galvin (2016) defined qualitative research as a form of social
inquiry that is used by researchers to explore, understand, and describe participants’
experiences and life world. The purpose of the qualitative research method is to discover
and generate theory from data. In contrast, quantitative researchers use closed-ended
questions to test hypotheses (Yin, 2018). The purpose of quantitative research is testing
hypothesis, prediction, control, findings stated with a degree of statistical certainty
(Holloway & Galvin, 2016).

Quantitative research is one of the types of research methods that is suitable for
this business problem. In the quantitative research method, the researcher produces
generalizable findings and tests the relationships and differences between variables and
constructs (Yin, 2018). The examination of relationships or differences among variables
was not the purpose of this study. Therefore, I rejected the quantitative method. To
address the research question, quantitative researchers use experimental methods

measured by statistical data (Counsell et a/., 2016; Fabregues & Molina-azorin, 2017).
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Quantitative researchers rely on the capability to generalize from a sufficient
sample (Leedy et al., 2019). The qualitative method was more appropriate than a
quantitative method for the study because I explored the phenomenon in-depth by using a
smaller number of participants. The quantitative research method was not appropriate for
invoking personal responses from the audience (Manhas & Oberle, 2015) and focusing
on applied and theoretical findings or discoveries based on the research questions through
a field study in natural environments (Park & Park, 2016).

Exporting coffee from Cameroon is a social activity. Determining the relationship
that might exist between exporting coffee and the sustainability of the business beyond
the first 3 years of operation was better supported by the qualitative research method. The
qualitative research approach is exploratory and is appropriate to define the problem or
develop an approach to the problem when researchers do not know what to expect
(Charmaz, 1999). Quantitative methods are useful for the researchers to support testing
specific hypotheses about cause-and-effect relationships (Leedy et al., 2019).

Researchers use the mixed method to explore issues relating to organizational
problem-solving, blending quantitative and qualitative elements (Fetters, 2016). The
characteristics of qualitative methods are the relationship between data and theory, which
is different from the hypothesis-testing quantitative approach (Lyall & King, 2016).
Therefore, the qualitative method was suitable for this study because of the lack of testing
hypotheses that are part of quantitative research or the quantitative portion of a mixed-

methods study.
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Compared to the mixed method, the qualitative research method consists in the
analysis of any unstructured material, including customer feedback films, reports or
media clips. Therefore, the qualitative technique served to probe deep into people’s
personalities, their needs and wants, use cases, habits, and practices. Qualitative research
methods are more suitable when the study is on a small number of cases or events
(Gerring, 2017).

When invoking a mixed method, researchers invariably gather distinct
contributions from both the qualitative and quantitative research methodologies (Fetters,
2016). In the mixed method, the researcher opt-in exploring and examining quantitative
and qualitative data to address the specific business problem and draw from the strengths
and weaknesses of both research methods (Almalki, 2016; Maxwell, 2016; Molina-
Azorin et al., 2017). The mixed method was not suitable for this study because the
combination of qualitative and quantitative methods was not helpful to conduct research.
Qualitative research served to understand strategies that owners of small businesses
exporting coffee from Cameroon used to sustain business beyond the first 3 years of
operation.

Research Design

The most common designs in qualitative research are case studies,
phenomenology, ethnography, and narrative design (Marshall & Rossman, 2016). I
selected a multiple case study design for this study because it facilitated data collection
from a small number of small business owners about their experiences using open-ended

interview questions and provided an in-depth and meaningful understanding of successful
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strategies used to enhance growth and sustainability of SMEs. A case study design
provides researchers with the opportunity for detailed descriptions and investigation into
new empirical phenomena and trends (Ridder, 2017; Yin, 2018). Case studies are also
appropriate for answering the research questions which can be useful for a more in-depth
or broader view from the perspective of the participants themselves (Yin, 2018).

Phenomenological research is a design in which a researcher seeks to identify
single or several individuals’ common human experiences with phenomena (Gauche et
al., 2017). Researchers use the phenomenology design to gain insights into participant
attitudes, experiences, opinions, and processes under study (Dodgson, 2017; Ferreira &
dos Santos, 2016; Gauche et al., 2017). Marshall and Rossman (2016) revealed that, for
the study of the collective life experiences of more than one person, researchers prefer
using a phenomenological design. However, a phenomenological approach was not
valuable because few participants contributed to this study, and the purpose was not the
study of the collective life experiences of more than one person.

Ethnography and narrative study designs were not appropriate for this study.
Cappellaro (2017) believed that ethnographic design requires the immersion of the
researcher in the group setting so the researcher can understand the lives and culture of a
social group. Researchers use ethnographic design to follow the participants for a
prolonged period and use a priori theory, which was not suitable for this study (Luborsky
& Lysack, 2017). Hoolachan (2016) utilized ethnography to explore the beliefs, feelings,
and meanings of relationships among people as they interacted within their culture.

Ethnography involves learning from people about aspects of their lives or a framework
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for a cultural study of specific groups (Marshall & Rossman, 2016). I did not use

ethnography for this study because the purpose was not to learn from people about
aspects of their lives.

Researchers use narrative research design to analyze individuals and their
experiences with a phenomenon (Kourti, 2016; Ross et a/., 2018; Yin, 2018). From the
perspective of Graci and Fivush (2017), narrative design is a description of an individual
life story and chronological experiences. The narrative design was not appropriate for this
study because the research did not include individual chronological experiences. Yin
(2018) stated that multiple case studies including a small group of participants for periods
of time can serve as a robust framework for data collection. It is a source of analytical
data to feed subsequent generalizations. Beaudoin et al. (2015) posited that the use of
multiple case study design ensures external validity and protects against researcher bias
by providing a comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon under study.

Using a multiple case study design to examine the events associated with a
complete variety of evidence, including documents, artifacts, interviews, and
observations is necessary when unethical behaviors are difficult to minimize (Abdalla et
al., 2018; Mauceri, 2016; Olivier, 2017). Yin (2017) stated that a case study design can
be useful for a deep understanding of the phenomenon under investigation by using
multiple sources of evidence. Answering the how and why questions helped in
understanding the real-life phenomenon and behaviors of owners of small businesses
located in Cameroon compared to advantages such as the removal of customs duties on

exports of AGOA country to the United States and EU-ACP Agreements.
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A minimum of four participants is often sufficient to achieve data saturation (Yin,
2018), however, it depends on the quality and knowledge of participants. Data saturation
occurs when the act of obtaining data becomes counterproductive and yields nothing new
(Boddy, 2016; Carmichael & Cunningham, 2017; Jin et a/., 2018). The four managers
who were participants helped to achieve saturation in the data collected for this study.
The realization of saturation of the data is when no new and substantive information is
acquired, through the demonstration of the efforts made by the collection of evidence or
the triangulation with other sources. I ensured that data saturation was achieved when no
new data was available to collect.

Population and Sampling

Purposive sampling was of use for this qualitative multiple-case study.
Researchers use qualitative research to exploit participants' observations and in-depth
interviews (Yin, 2018). Qualitative research may also serve to gain an in-depth
understanding of strategies that owners of small businesses exporting coffee from
Cameroon can use to sustain business beyond the first 3 years of operation, and the
reasons that govern such situations, and also to investigate the purpose and
implementation of decision-making (Charmaz, 1999).

Purposeful sampling implies choosing a small number of information-rich cases
most likely to produce the maximum amount of information needed while minimizing the
time and cost necessary for the researcher to address the research question (Igbal et al.,
2017). A purposive sample has four components of research, including the location of

activities, participants, actions to be observed, and the course of events shaped by the
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engagement of the participants (Edwards, 2017). The location where the events took
place is Cameroon; the participants were owners of small businesses exporting coffee and
actions were the strategies owners of SMEs exporting coffee located in Cameroon used to
sustain business beyond the first 3 years of operation. The use of purposive sampling was
for exploring strategies that small businesses used to sustain operations.

Using purposeful sampling is a way to obtain a representative sample of a larger
population to serve a specific purpose (Benoot et al., 2016). Boddy (2016) stated that
purposive sampling methods are useful when identifying participants with specific
knowledge and experiences of the phenomenon. Therefore, purposive sampling was ideal
for this multiple-case study. Purposive sampling technique was of use for selecting
owners of four coffee exporting SMEs with the necessary expertise and experience to
contribute to this study.

Identifying the sample size of participants depends on the exploration of diversity
rather than statistical significance (Etikan et a/., 2016). In the case study research, the
researcher studies one or a few cases of a phenomenon in depth (Yin, 2018). Researchers
use the concept of saturation to determine the qualitative sample size because analyzing a
large sample is time-consuming and impractical (Boddy, 2016). The key characteristics
for reaching data saturation include no new data, no new themes, no new coding, and the
ability to replicate the study (Fusch & Ness, 2015). T used methodological triangulation
and member checking with 4 participants to reach the data saturation.

The target population for this study included four owners of small businesses

exporting coffee located in Cameroon. One or two other owners might participate in this
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study, If necessary. Data saturation occurs when researchers do not obtain additional
information, and when further coding is no longer feasible (Fusch & Ness, 2015; Wigren,
2016). The selection criteria included participants who are the owners of SME
businesses, the SME's exporting coffee, SMEs that have been sustaining business beyond
the first 3 years of operation, the owners of SMEs located in Cameroon, and the
participants were over 18.

I plan to conduct each interview in a setting that is most comfortable for the
participant and in an environment that can be of use to participants to respond with open
and honest personal experiences. When the interview takes place in the comfort of their
own environment, and at their convenience, participants are not likely to be distracted
and are willing to share information (Wilson et al., 2016). Participants may be more
willing to share sensitive information when they are in a comfortable setting (Yin, 2018).
Participants were able to choose the setting that minimizes interruptions for interviews
that have lasted from 30 to 45 minutes.

Ethical Research

Informed consent was required to ensure that participants voluntarily study and
understand the purpose, as recommended by the experts (Leedy et al., 2019; Lentz,
Kennett, Perlmutter, & Forrest, 2016; Yin, 2018). Performing ethical research involves
the use of informed consent. Walden IRB highlighted the importance of following ethical
considerations and guidelines within the research process (University Walden, 2012).
Before the interviews, participants received a letter of invitation. All participants were

required to sign the informed consent form before the interview. The consent form
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contains the following elements: (a) the name and phone number of the Walden
University representative; (b) my name and contact information; (¢) description of the
study, the background, and purpose of the research; (d) the description of the participants
to interview.

Researchers use the informed consent of participants as a critical process to
ensure ethical standards in research involving human participants (Marrone, 2016). The
use of informed consent demonstrates the legal responsibility of the researcher to
participants involved in the study as prescribed by the US Office of Human Research
Protections and as required by Walden University IRB (Sugarman, 2017). The
fundamental elements of the informed consent process include participants'
understanding of their responsibilities, the risks, and benefits of their participation (Kraft
et al., 2017). Participants were able to ask questions about me during the research
process.

Informing each participant of the study during the consent process of the
unavailability of incentives is critical to avoid bias and clarity (Annas, 2017). Participants
were free to respond or object to any question and may withdraw at any time without
penalty. The incentive to participate in this research was participants’ free access to the
summary of the findings and the opportunity to benefit from the exchange with them
during the interview and positively impact this research study through community
development. Cash or any other compensation for participation were not part of

incentives.
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While conducting a study, the safety and confidentiality of the participants are

essential (Ellis, 2016). Walden University’s IRB guidelines serve to ensure that the
ethical protection of participants is adequate. An IRB assessment is vital for approved
research involving human participants (Yin, 2018). The ethical considerations regarding
the protection of human research participants and a certificate issued by the National
Institute of Health Office of Extramural Research demonstrated this competency. Parker
and Northcott (2016) recommended that the researcher explain the purpose and benefits
of the study to the participants.

The process of identifying the risks and benefits of any research study should be a
two-way process involving the perspectives of the researcher and the participants.
Therefore, participants received explanations about the risks and benefits of research
before their participation, as a strategy to inspire confidence and openness during the
interview process (Greenwood, 2016). Participants knew the precise purpose of the
research, and what the research proposes to achieve, as well as their expectations in the
study. Interviews on the premises of participants might make them more comfortable.

Too close relationship between the researcher and the participants (principle of
justice), poor research design and any imposition of participants (principle of merit and
integrity), and lack of knowledge about risk and benefits associated with the study
(principle of respect) are cases in which researchers may violate ethical principles,
thereby affecting credibility and validity (Leedy et al., 2019; Yin, 2018). The integrity of
the researcher can ensure that the research will be well-supported (Leedy et a/., 2019).

Treating participants with respect could create a relationship of trust and ensure
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trustworthiness, ethical protection, and privacy. Edwards (2017) stated that the role and
responsibilities of a researcher are to protect the anonymity of the informants by
assigning numbers or aliases to the participants to gain support from the participants.

The primary ethical issue is the confidentiality and privacy of the participants
(Lancaster, 2017; Uneke et a/., 2017). I did not include study participants' names or the
name of their organization in the findings; of which, data protection measures were taken
to identify study participants using designations such as P1; P2; P3; P4, where P stands
for the participant. All the documents, including files, transcripts, interview recordings on
a hard drive device, and information related to individuals or organizations participating
in the study are stored in a personal locked home office cabinet to ensure the participants'
privacy throughout the research process. The research will remain confidential and
private for 5 years, and access is only available to the researcher. After 5 years from the
study's completion date, programmable software will be useful for destroying information
by shredding the paper documents and erasing any e-data.

Data Collection Instruments

In the data collection process, researchers gather information to answer the
research question (Van den Berg & Struwig, 2017). In qualitative research, the researcher
is usually the primary instrument for gathering data (Yin, 2018). The researcher is the
primary data collection instrument in the qualitative research method because the
researcher hears, sees, and interprets the data (Marshall & Rossman, 2016). Therefore, I

was the primary data collection instrument in this study.
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In the qualitative research method, the primary data collection sources include (a)
focus groups, (b) personal interviews, (¢) documentation, and (d) observation (Yin,
2018). Sekaran and Bougie (2016) stated that one method of collecting data is to
interview respondents to obtain information on the issues of interest. Some researchers
stated that interviews are a sufficient method for data collection (Awiagah et a/., 2016).
Semistructured interviews are a good way for researchers to focus on the details that
answer the research question (Kallio, Pietild, Johnson, & Kangasniemi, 2016). [ used
semistructured interviews and documentation to collect data in this study.

Algozzine and Hancock (2016) stated that identifying and gaining access to
interviewees is a critical step, and the selection of interviewees directly influences the
quality of the information obtained. I used semistructured interviews with open-ended
questions to gain insight into the strategies needed by small business owners exporting
coffee from Cameroon to sustain business beyond the first 3 years of operation.
Researchers should develop interview questions designed to obtain answers to the
research question (Pomare & Berry, 2016). Semistructured interviews are useful during
the research on a phenomenon when little information exists about the topic (Robinson et
al., 2018). I increased the chances of reaching data saturation by conducting
semistructured interviews.

The use of open-ended questions allows participants to share in-depth details on
the subject and to contribute to problem-solving strategies (Levitt et al., 2017).
Qualitative researchers use open-ended questions to allow participants to share their ideas

and thoughts without limitations (Ip et a/., 2016; Levitt et al., 2017). As a qualitative
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researcher, I encouraged participants to share their perceptions and experiences to collect
extensive data. [ asked probing open-ended questions while carefully listening and
recording participants.

The researcher's direct participation in data collection through interviews and
other sources of information constitutes an essential part of the study (Yin, 2017). The
data collection instruments of this study included semistructured interviews, interview
protocol, and company sales and marketing documents. Semistructured interviews serve
the researcher to lead the interview, support participants' flexibility to speak freely,
provide insight into discussions and clarify responses with follow-up questions to obtain
complete information in a qualitative case study (Yin, 2018). Researchers use
semistructured interviews to conduct interviews with individuals and focus groups for 30
minutes to an hour (Jamshed, 2014). I asked nine interview questions. The duration of the
interviews was 30 to 45 minutes. To answer the research question, I developed interview
questions based on the overarching research question. The interview questions (Appendix
B) served to collect data from the participants.

An interview protocol guides the researcher with a step-by-step approach through
all phases of the investigative process, which maximizes the amount of information
elicited from memory (Mwangi et al., 2017; Yin, 2018). Yin (2017) recommended the
use of protocols as a data collection procedure. An interview protocol ensured
consistency throughout the process of capturing small business exporting coffee owners'
experiences and perceptions of their strategies for succeeding and sustaining business

beyond the first 3 years of operation (see Appendix A).
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Liao and Hitchcock (2018) defined member checking as a tool to assure
credibility and validity. Member checking is a process in which the researcher provides
participants with the opportunity to review their feedback in support of data and
interpretation accuracy (Birt et al., 2016). To ensure the provision of reliable data and
member checking for accuracy, the researchers provide the participant with the interview
transcribed data and transcript (Burdon & Harvey, 2016). I incorporated member
checking in this study to ensure the trustworthiness, validity, and reliability of research.
After the transcription of the audio recordings, I sent my transcribed data to the
participants to check for errors or missing information. The process included removing
unwanted data and replacing them with relevant information.

Reviewing organizational documents may increase validity in qualitative studies
(Olivier, 2017; Yin, 2018). Researchers using case studies should include company
handbooks and annual reports to improve data reliability (Harrison et al., 2017). I
requested company documentation, including company handbooks, archived documents,
and company marketing materials from the participants who chose to participate.

Data Collection Technique

To cover the complexity of a problem in-depth, a case study should be based on
multiple data sources, which may include questionnaires, focus groups, archived
documents, observations, and interviews (Birt et al., 2016; Yin, 2018). Providing
participants with a choice to conduct interviews using multiple methods such as Skype or
face-to-face may improve recruitment and response rate (Heath et al., 2018). The

advantages encountered during the data collection process when using Skype and face-to-
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face outweighed the limitations discussed in the literature (AlKhateeb, 2018). I provided
participants with the option to conduct the interviews using Skype or face-to-face
interviews to increase recruitment in this study. I used semistructured interviews with
open-ended questions as a data collection technique.

Interviews are the primary source of data collection for qualitative case studies
(Leedy et al., 2019. The advantages of in-depth interviews include (a) collecting rich data
and detail, (b) exploring the topic in-depth, and (c) using member checking (Yin, 2018).
The disadvantages of in-depth interviews are experiencing time-constraints and
interviewee misrepresentation (Yin, 2018). To reduce time-constraints and interview
misrepresentation, I set up a timeframe of 30 to 45 minutes for interviews and added
member checking. The prerequisites for focusing on an efficient interview are
communicating clearly with participants, ensuring confidentiality, and ensuring that all
operating devices have a backup plan in case the researcher encounters technical
problems (Fu et al., 2017).

After obtaining IRB approval, the appointments for the interviews with
participants were set up by e-mail or telephone calls. Semistructured and in-depth
interviews are appropriate for qualitative research method when: (a) the study is
exploratory or incorporates an exploratory element, (b) the research tries to establish
personal contact with the participants because managers readily accept participation in
interviews related to their areas of activity and allowing them to discuss topics with less

effort, and (c) when the nature of the interview questions is complex or open-ended
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(Saunders et al., 2016). Semistructured, in-depth personal one-to-one interviews served to
collect data.

Interviews included the views, experiences, feelings, and thoughts of the
participants. Semistructured interviews and open-ended questions were useful to probe
and encourage participants to talk at length (Tularosa & Glynn, 2017). In addition, face-
to-face interviews require communication and listening skills of the interviewer such as
when to pause, probe, or prompt appropriately, (Chao et al., 2016). A thorough
exploration of all issues raised by the respondent was needed. In the data collection
process, the data collection instruments of this study included semistructured interviews
and reviewing company sales and marketing documents. I followed the interview
protocol (Appendix A) to conduct semistructured interviews with the purposefully
selected owners of SMEs in Cameroon.

To construct a relationship of trust with participants, researchers must be open
and honest (Yallop & Mowatt, 2016). Enabling participants to communicate openly
might establish a trustworthy environment and develop confidentiality between the
interviewer and the interviewee (Connelly, 2016; Gibson, 2017; Yin, 2018). The
interviewees' permission was helpful to record the interviews with a microphone and
ensure them of the confidentiality of the data and information they did not like to see
divulged. In addition to the audio recording of the interviews, respondents' body
language, facial expressions, and voice inflections were subject to specific notes.

Getting additional information during interviews and avoiding forgetting the

essential details of the interviews were ensured by keeping interview notes. The
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maintenance of records of thoughts and feelings of participants throughout the interview
process was necessary, but they did not affect the outcome of the study. The interview
questions the researcher uses should contain procedural guidelines for novice qualitative
researchers to follow (Edwards, 2017). Interview questions served to conduct interviews
and served as a reference during the interview session (Saunders et a/., 2016). I built an
interview protocol to conduct qualitative interviews in which I highlighted the known and
unknown issues in the research area or topic.

During the interview, the respondent exposes many things, but by using the
interview protocol, I inquired about the issues he/she needs to explore. The use of
interview protocol might be the best way to build a boundary around the research area. It
is difficult to record everything in a qualitative interview. The use of an electronic device
for voice recording might therefore be suitable for preventing the loss of information
(Leedy et al., 2019; Kallio et al., 2016). After the interview, I asked the participants if
they had questions, and then switched off the recorder and thanked them for their
participation. I collected the company sales and marketing documents immediately after
the interviews. Appendix B contains the list of interview questions for this study.

Member checking can be useful to the participants of the study to have the
opportunity to rectify errors and critique interpretations (Edwards, 2017). Researchers
using the member checking technique, return the participants with an interpretation of the
responses to ensure the accuracy of the meaning (Burdon & Harvey, 2016; Fusch et al/.,

2016). After the interviews, each participant received a summary of a transcribed
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interview to check and confirm for accuracy. Each member had 5 days to check and
review, and all changes were helpful in the updates.

Member checking was useful to enable the participants to confirm the accuracy
of the data provided. After transcribing the interview data, I emailed my analysis to the
participants for member checks. I stopped reviewing and analyzing data when I reached
data saturation.

Member checking increased the truthfulness and accuracy of the data collected
(Patton, 2015). Member checking allows the participant to share additional information
related to the study (Patton, 2015). I did not use a pilot study for the study. In the
qualitative research method, researchers use member checking, documentation, and audio
recordings for data collection (Liao & Hitchcock, 2018). I searched on the websites of
selected companies, archived documents, and business records, and requested
information from participants.

Qualitative researchers use secondary data to increase reliability and validity
(Harrison et a/., 2017; Olivier, 2017; Yin, 2018). The combination of secondary data with
interviews creates triangulation to gain insight into a phenomenon (Johnson et al., 2017).
I used methodological triangulation to increase my understanding of the phenomenon.
Methodological triangulation is an appropriate form of triangulation in qualitative studies
(Cuervo-Cazurra et al., 2016). Triangulation increases the opportunity for a researcher to
reach data saturation (Fusch & Ness, 2015). Methodological triangulation: involves using

more than one method to gather data, such as interviews, observations, questionnaires,
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and documents. From field work experience: triangulation facilitates validation of data
through cross verification from more than two source (Thomas, 2017)

Researchers should review the documentation for relevance and determine
whether the information served to answer the research question and fit the conceptual
framework of the study (Ridder, 2017). Hense and McFerran (2016) identified brochures,
organizational and institutional reports, and public records as documentation. The use of
secondary documentation in research includes advantages and disadvantages.

Advantages in using secondary documentation are (a) less time consuming, (b)
nonreactive to the research process, and (c) broad coverage of the information (Watts et
al., 2017). Drawbacks in using secondary documentation are (a) developing bias
selectivity, (b) difficulty retrieving information, and (c) producing information for a
purpose other than research (Watts et al., 2017). Some researchers have concluded that
adding documentation as secondary data to research studies outweighs the disadvantages
of including secondary data (Watts et a/., 2017). I gathered and triangulated information
from semistructured interviews, archived documents, company marketing materials, and
public information regarding the participant businesses on government or company
websites.

Data Organization Technique

Soergel (2015) argued that the aim of organizing data is to (a) learn, (b)
understand, (¢) make inferences, (d) enable discovery, and (e) clarify results identified by
computer programs. Research logs are a tool that can serve researchers to organize data

and develop search patterns to manage time effectively (Yin, 2018). For this study,
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research logs were the primary data organizing technique to collect, record, tag, track,
and organize all interview information and other data collected during this study.

Data collected were segmented by case and information source. Interview
transcripts were coded utilizing NVivo 12. Participants’ files were labeled as P1, P2, P3,
and P4 to ensure privacy, protect confidentiality and data tracking. Conceptual labels
were created by the themes that emerge from the data within the software (Leedy et al.,
2019; Woods et al., 2016; Yin, 2018). NVivo served as an organizing tool for the
researcher to manage data and keep various types of documents in one place (Yin, 2018).

I store both printed and written data in a locked file cabinet for 5 years, from the
date of CAO approval. Collected data are stored for 5 years to meet Walden University
requirements. A password on the computer serves to secure electronic research data
(Ellis, 2016). My personal computer serves to store all electronic data protected with a
password. After 5 years from the date of CAO approval, I will delete all data from the
computer memory or temporary storage devices and shred all papers and physical
evidence related to the research.

Data Analysis

In this qualitative multiple case study, I analyzed data using Yin’s five-step cycle
of data analysis, which included (a) compiling data, (b) disassembling, (c) reassembling,
(d) interpreting the information, and (e) concluding Yin (2018). I used the CAQDAS-
NVivo 12 Pro software to sort, integrate, and synthesize the data collected. The
advantages of using NVivo 12 Pro software include high compatibility with research

designs and easy use (Damani et al., 2018).
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Compiling

Researchers use multiple data collection sources or triangulation for more
comprehensiveness of case studies (Tunarosa & Glynn, 2017). Triangulation boosts
confidence and strengthens the validity of the study by analyzing rich data and providing
unbiased results (Joslin & Miiller, 2016). Researchers use methodological triangulation
because it suits the various stakeholder groups that may have a vested interest in the
study (Mauceri, 2016; Olivier, 2017). Joslin and Miiller (2016) identified four
triangulation methods: (a) data source triangulation, (b) investigator triangulation, (c)
theory triangulation, and (d) methodological triangulation. As recommended by Joslin
and Miiller (2016); and Dasgupta (2015), Methodological triangulation served for
analysis by comparing the transcribed data from the interviews, documents, and archival
sources to ensure the validity of the data collected.

Methodological triangulation was appropriate to conduct the data analysis process
for this multiple case study. By triangulating, researchers can hope to overcome the
weakness or inherent biases and the problems that stem from research designs using a
single method, single observer, single data source, or single-theory studies (Joslin &
Miiller, 2016. Yin (2018) stated that data analysis is the logical review of the elements of
data, which involves data interpretation to determine the meaning of the data. A
researcher should use corroboratory strategies to triangulate data (Yin, 2018).
Methodological triangulation served to triangulate and corroborate results, using peer-

reviewed industry articles about SMEs in Cameroon, Cameroonian coffee export, the
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responses from the interview, and export coffee procedure manuals for each selected
SMEs in Cameroon.
Segmentation

I segmented data by case and source of information, including the interview
transcripts, using NVivo, which helped to organize, analyze, and find themes of the data
collected. NVivo was used to discover the connections in the data and finding new
insights to identify common patterns by looking at regularities, convergences, and
divergences in data (Yin, 2018). An interview process was of use to code each interview
separately and chose a common coding framework for all the data (Yin, 2018). Seidel and
Kelle (1995) recommended that the researcher sort and organize the participant's
responses into a chapter.
Coding

Before analyzing the specific data, I coded the characteristics of each respondent,
as well as identify and organize similar patterns and relationships within the information.
I narrowed the organized and collected data into a summary of understanding. The
following 3 steps were conducive to comply with this process: a) first, the reading of data
and creation of a storyline; b) secondly, categorization of data into codes; and c) finally,
the use of memos for clarification and interpretation. Data analysis was an essential part
of the research process. Coding refers to the identification of topics, issues, similarities,
and differences through the revelations of participants' narratives and the researcher's

interpretation (Yin, 2018). Coding also involves memos to write ideas or thoughts of how
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you arrived at the codes, and how you are using them to explain your storyline (Yin,
2018).
Disassembling

Yin (2018) stated that the themes are recurring, unifying concepts, or statements
about the investigation. Therefore, I started by dividing the transcription into small units,
which is to say in expressions, sentences, and paragraphs. Then I assigned a label to each
group. These labels came from the exact words of the participants.
Reassembling

Finally, I designed a table with the themes in the left column and the codes in the
right column. The data collected from respondents served to connect all aspects of this
research study's inquiry, such as problem statement, purpose, theoretical framework,
methodology, and literature review. Data integration involved the triangulation of data
from various informants. Data integration can be useful for a better picture that each
source could present alone (Yin, 2018).
Interpreting

The conceptual framework, research questions, and data collection instruments
were aligned to support data analysis and identification of patterns and themes regarding
strategies that owners of small businesses exporting coffee from Cameroon use to sustain
business beyond the first 3 years of operation. The data interpretation technique involved
identifying favorable and unfavorable responses from all participants and correlating key

themes with current and past relevant literature to the conceptual framework of this study.
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Concluding

I identified patterns and relationships from the transcribed data collected and
determined how they relate to strategies that owners of small businesses exporting coffee
from Cameroon use to sustain business beyond the first 3 years of operation. I performed
a scan of the reassembled data from a broader perspective and narrowed down to align
well with the objectives of my research to enable accurate interpretation. After
interpreting the data, the final stage in Yin’s five-step is a conclusion that ends the data
analysis process.

Reliability and Validity

Reliability and validity are essential elements that researchers used to determine
the quality of the qualitative study and are an integral part of this research (Saunders et
al., 2016). Reliability and validity serve to improve the credibility of a qualitative study
(Yin, 2018). Reliability refers to replication and consistency, while validity indicates how
well the measure used is the accuracy of the analysis, of the results, and the extent of the
generalization of the results (Saunders et al., 2016). In qualitative research, reliability
implies ensuring that the data presented is accurate and inclusive, while validity means
ensuring that the measured data effectively reflects the concept that it aims to measure
(Fikkers et al., 2017).

Reliability

Researchers use the following key strategies to achieve research reliability: (a)

member checking, (b) triangulation, (c) prolonged engagement, (d) thick description or

data saturation; (e) reducing researcher bias, (f) peer debriefing, and (g) external audits
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(Morse & Coulehan, 2015). In this research study, [ used member checking,

methodological triangulation, prolonged engagement with participants, and clarifying
researcher bias to achieve reliability. I performed member checking by taking back my
interpretations to the participants for member checking meetings to gain the accuracy of
their statements and ensure that the results represent their real experiences.

The use of the synthesized member checking as a strategy serves to enhance
reliability (Birt et a/., 2016). I used the synthesized result of the member check of the first
two participants as a guide to modify the third and the fourth participant’s interview. I
carried-out methodological triangulation by comparing the data from the semistructured
in-depth interviews with those from other sources, including documents and archival
sources (Birt et a/., 2016). Using NVivo software was found to promote the accuracy and
reliability of results (Yin, 2018). Reducing the opportunity for errors or bias is an
essential part of the research process (Leedy et a/., 2019). I took into consideration the
response bias and the detailed descriptions to ensure the reliability of this research when
validating.

Reliability relies on consistency and care in the application of research practices,
which the researcher demonstrates through the visibility of research practices, analysis,
and conclusions, reflected in an open account that remains mindful of the partiality and
limits of the research findings (Cypress, 2017). I used the standardized interview protocol
(Appendix A) to ensure that all participants follow the same process during the interview
to ensure internal consistency. To improve internal reliability, I followed the interview

protocol (Appendix A) by asking the same questions to all participants.
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Validity

Validity in a qualitative study refers to credibility, transferability, and
confirmability of data and information (Noble & Smith, 2015). It concerns the integrity,
the application of research methods, and the precision in which the findings accurately
reflect the data, while reliability describes consistency within the analytical procedures
(Noble & Smith, 2015). Validity is broadly defined as the state of being well-grounded or
justifiable, relevant, meaningful, logical, conforming to accepted principles or the quality
of being sound, just, and well-founded (Cypress, 2017).

To ensure validity, mitigate bias, and demonstrate reliability, a methodological
triangulation was appropriate for the information collected until data saturation and to
ensure that the findings accurately reflect the data collected. In order to validate the
research, I relied on the following criteria (a) credibility, (b) transferability, (c)
dependability, and (d) conformability of the data collected. I checked the collected data to
verify that the study meets the validity and integrity. Just as the quantitative investigator
must ensure the dependability, validity, reliability, and objectivity of the research design,
so must the naturalistic inquirer arrange for credibility, transferability, and confirmability
(Cypress, 2017), which will be addressed next.

Credibility

Credibility includes scrutinizing the findings of the information presented to
assess whether the analysis and results are accurate (Birt et al., 2016). To enhance the
credibility, the researcher can use member checking interview responses, data

triangulation, following established interview protocols, participating in focus groups,
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and observation of participants (Marshall & Rossman, 2016). The credibility of this study

involved explaining the purpose of the research to the participants from the beginning of
the interviews, transcribing the interview responses to validate the accuracy of the
interview results, and providing the responses to the participants via email for verification
of their responses.

Member checks can serve to provide additional or clarifying information (Yin,
2018). I sent my interpretations to the participants to check for the accuracy of their
statements and ensure that the results represent their real experiences. I achieved
credibility through member checking, triangulation, and prolonged engagement. In this
study, I got into participants' culture by dedicating sufficient time and using the
triangulation technique member check to mitigate bias through a close cross-examination
of the integrity of the participants' responses.
Transferability

Transferability refers to how the use of data collection, data analysis techniques,
or the result of a study is applicable to other studies that are similar in context (Parker &
Northeott, 2016). Moon et al. (2016) argued that the transferability requires the
researchers to provide thorough explanations of all the research processes from data
collection to the final report. The researcher can ensure the transferability of research by
providing a detailed description of the research and the ability to transfer it into a
different context to enable evaluation (Parker & Northcott, 2016). Rich research
description enables other researchers to determine if the study is transferable to other

studies and arrive at the same results (Iivari, 2018; Moon et al., 2016).
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To attain transferability, a demonstration of how the findings of this study may be
transferable was necessary, through explanations of data collection, analysis techniques
for the research design, the interview protocol, reaching data saturation, and how to help
future researchers to follow a similar framework to attain the same results. I applied the
data collection and analysis techniques for the research design followed by the interview
protocol guide (Appendix A) in conducting interviews with all the participants. I
provided detailed descriptions of all processes, the context of the research, and a
comprehensive report that meets all transferability requirements. I gathered detailed
explanations of the phenomenon under investigation to provide an understanding of the
issues surrounding the research question.

Confirmability

Confirmability is the ability to show how the study findings represent the
responses of participants and not the biased opinions or perceptions of the researcher.
Some researchers closely link confirmability to dependability in referring to the
impartiality and truthfulness of the data (Bailey & Bailey, 2017; Hancock et al., 2016).
Kallio et al. (2016) defined confirmability as the process where results can be confirmed
or supported by others. The interview protocol was used as a guide to establish validity
by reviewing transcribed interpretations, accurate definitions, and detailed explanations
of experiential accounts of the phenomena with study participants. Furthermore,
participants were probed during interviews and follow-up member checking interviews

conducted to support confirmability.
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For the confirmability of this study, I provided the participants enough time for
the interviews and reached saturation when there is no more relevant new information. I
established the frequencies of words and themes in NVivo 12 for precise analysis and
sent my interpretation to the participants for member checking. Finally, I strengthened
confirmability by keeping a comprehensive audit trail of member checking findings, data
collection, analysis process, and conclusions.
Data Saturation

Saturation is the point at which the research data becomes repetitive and reveals
no additional information (Boddy, 2016; Hammarberg et al., 2016; Jin et al., 2018).
Saturation is important in qualitative research giving a full expression to the values
animating the research (Marshall & Rossman, 2016). Fusch and Ness (2015) implied that
no new data, no new themes, or no new coding, are common characteristics used as a
guide for reaching data saturation. In this qualitative multiple case study, NVivo was
used to identify key themes and frequencies. In addition, member checking of data
interpretation with participants was used to attain data saturation.

To achieve data saturation, I engaged four participants using a set of
semistructured interviews and carried out repetitive interviews until the participants’
responses no longer included any new information or themes. I attained data saturation by
interviewing four participants, using semistructured interviews, and collecting detailed
and comprehensive information from their perspectives until the responses no longer

provide new information. I used a qualitative exploratory multiple case study design with



84

methodological triangulation to achieve data saturation and acknowledging any known
research bias. I plan to conduct additional interviews if needed.
Transition and Summary

The purpose of this qualitative multiple case study is to explore strategies that
owners of small businesses exporting coffee from Cameroon use to sustain their business
beyond the first 3 years of operation. The target population consisted of four owners or
managers of SMEs exporting coffee located in Cameroon. Section 2 includes an outline
of the purpose statement, the role of the researcher, population and sampling,
participants, and eligibility criteria. Among the different research methods, the qualitative
method is appropriate for this study. Although multiple research designs could be
applicable, a multiple case study design meets the requirements and leads to acceptance
in scholarly circles. Moreover, Section 2 includes a summary of the procedures used for
data collection, data organization, data analysis, and reliability and validity for this
doctoral study. Section 3 consists of the findings of the study with application to
professional practice as well as implications for social change and recommendations for

action and further research.
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Section 3: Application to Professional Practice and Implications for Change
Introduction

The purpose of this qualitative multiple case study was to explore strategies that
owners of small businesses exporting coffee from Cameroon can use to sustain business
beyond the first 3 years of operation. SMEs play a critical role in sustaining many
countries' economies (Anderson & Ronteau, 2017). Because SMEs play a pivotal role in
any developing country through job creation and economic growth, gaining more
profound insights into sustainability strategies for small businesses is essential for
positive social change. In Cameroon, a general enterprise census carried out by the
Cameroon’s National Institute of Statistics (CNIS) in January 2018 revealed that small
businesses in Cameroon employed 635,965 persons as of December 31, 2015, an increase
of over 64.6% from 2008.

Data collection for this study involved virtual (video call) and phone meetings
with four owners or managers of SMEs exporting coffee located in Cameroon.
Conducting interviews via video call means participants are geographically difficult to
access (Krouwel & Greenfield, 2019). I conducted member checking with the
participants and reviewed company documents that were related to the study. I used
methodological triangulation to analyze the collected data, the company documents, and
the relevant existing scholarship.

I did not include the names of interviewees and their companies' names in data
collection and analysis. Instead, I used coded pseudonyms (P1, P2, P3, and P4) to protect

the interviewees’ privacy. I used NVivo 12 software to categorize the data once I reached
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saturation. Four themes emerged from the data analysis: (a) control of the coffee
production chain, (b) partnership, (c) trade agreements benefices, and (d) lowering
transaction costs.

Presentation of the Findings

I used semistructured interviews in this multiple case study and used a Sony ICD
UXS560F audio recorder with an extended Sony noise cancellation microphone to record
interviews. Both devices were tested and confirmed to be functional before each
interview. I reviewed financial documents from the participants, which included income
statements and statements of cash flow. I transcribed the data manually and used NVivo
12 for Windows to organize the data into manuscripts labeled P1, P2, P3, and P4.

Tused Yin's 5 step analysis procedure and analyzed data via NVivo 12 for
Windows. I assembled all the data collected from P1, P2, P3, and P4, including interview
transcriptions, member checking, notes, secondary data, tax documents, company reports
(sales and financial reports, sales forecasts), and marketing documents (brochures,
posters, and flyers). Other data collected included online data (participants' websites and
government's websites). I sent an interview transcription to each participant for validation
as per the member checking procedure. The data that I collected from the interviews and
the review of company documents contained rich information to answer the research
question: What strategies do SME owners exporting coffee from Cameroon use to sustain
business beyond the first 3 years of operation?

Data collected mainly came from interviews with participants. I reached data

saturation when the interviews and review of company documents started to produce
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repetitive information. Data saturation occurs when the researcher begins to receive
repetitive responses from the participants (Denzin & Lincoln, 2017). After member
checking, [ used NVivo 12 Windows software to sort, code, and categorize the data.
During data analysis, I sorted and categorized codes to support the identification of four
themes from the data: (a) control of the coffee production chain, (b) partnership, (c) trade
agreements benefices, and (d) lowering transaction costs.

Theme Identification and Analysis

The population for this study consisted of four owners of small businesses located
in Cameroon that export coffee who have successfully implemented strategies to sustain
their business beyond 3 years of operation. Participants identified barriers ranging from
coffee production to international marketing. The barriers included product quality
standards, the effect of the pandemic, market laws and rules, shipping time, and
transportation costs. All participants, P1, P2, P3, and P4, emphasized the high transaction
costs and trade agreements' benefits.

The existing literature relates an entrepreneur's characteristics to business success
and the ability to sustain a business for an extended period. Specific characteristics may
indicate whether entrepreneurs will succeed before they undertake their journey (Hadi &
Abdullah, 2018; Hsieh et al., 2019; Mayr et al., 2017). All participants demonstrated that
vision, mission, and personal involvement in the management were critical ingredients of
their success recipe. Table 1 shows the emergent themes and participant

acknowledgement.
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Table 1

Summary of Emergent Themes and Participant Acknowledgement

Theme # and description Occurrence

1. Control of the coffee production chain P1, P2, P3, P4
2. Partnership P1, P2, P4

3. Trade agreements benefices P1, P2, P3, P4
4. Lowering transaction costs P1, P2, P3, P4

Note. All the participants acknowledged each of the themes. However, the participants
had different approaches to each of the strategies.

I contacted a total of 15 SME owners in Douala, Yaounde, Nkonsamba, and
Bafoussam. Four respondents completed the interview process, including member
checking, six respondents responded and rejected participation, and one respondent
participated but was not available to complete member checking. All participants who did
not meet or responded but dismissed participation came from Bafoussam and Yaoundé.
To answer the primary research question, I interviewed four SME owners exporting
coffee, all located in Cameroon: two SMEs located in Douala, one SME established in
Nkongsamba, and another SME located in Bafoussam. All participants had a long
relationship with coffee, and some of them, P1, P3, and P4, were also owners of the
coffee plantations.

I used an interview protocol (Appendix A) as a guide before, during, and after the
interviews. Each participant answered nine semistructured, open-ended interview
questions during the interview session. After completing each interview, I thanked the

participant, collected and reviewed company documents, and took note of essential
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information relevant to the study. I coded the transcribed data and performed a member
check with each participant. Birt et al. (2016) identified member checking as the most
critical step in confirming data interpretation accuracy and ensuring a study’s
trustworthiness/validity. Table 2 shows the SME owners’ responses to my participation
request.

Table 2

SMEs Owners’ Responses to Researcher’s Participation Request

SME owners exporting coffee Number of participants Rate
Number of respondents who completed 4 27%
Number of respondents who rejected 6 40%
Number with no feedback on request 4 27%
Number withdrawn 1 6.00%
Total contacted 15 100%

Theme 1: Control of the Coffee Production Chain

The four participants identified control of the coffee production chain as the main
driver of growth and survival. The control of the coffee production chain includes the
entire coffee production process. Coffee production is a complex sequence of
technological processes, including (a) planting, (b) harvesting the cherries, (c) processing
the cherries, (d) drying the beans, () milling the beans, tasting the coffee, (f) roasting the
coffee, (g) grinding coffee, brewing coffee, and (h) packaging (Blinova et al., 2017).

The status of farmer-owner retained by most participants makes the control of the

coffee production chain possible, thus enabling and encouraging the participant to pursue
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such goals. Jaskiewicz et al. (2015) demonstrated that through the study of ancestrally

inherited, family-owned businesses, personal identification with a business could serve as
a motivating and success factor for business owners. This type of personal identification
improves self-efficacy in the entrepreneur and contributes to organizational growth
(Zuhir et al., 2019).

Supporting this idea, P1 said, "We are farmers. We organize ourselves into small
farmer groups, which all belong to a Cooperative. Only when we deliver superior quality
coffee can we begin to ask for prices that will afford us a decent quality of life." In
addition, P2 mentioned,

We are a group made up of small farmers from Cameroon's west region. Our

father founded the group and wanted to help the farmers develop positive business

practices that could help them overcome the poverty in which they were living.
Furthermore, P4 indicated,

We are farms' owners. According to an artisanal tradition, our farms produce

exceptional Robusta and Arabica coffee that we roast with the most outstanding

care. The modernity of our equipment is a significant advantage in combining
artisanal know-how and the technique of preparing excellent coffee.

P1, P2, and P4 demonstrated that being a farmer, a farm's owner, and running a
family business could serve as a motivational factor leading to personal identification to
the company. To make coffee production sustainable, farmers should pay attention to
improving the quality of coffee by engaging in sustainable, environmentally friendly

cultivation practices, which can ultimately claim higher net returns (Krishnan, 2017). The
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four participants indicated that the control of the coffee production chain is a critical
element in the international development strategy.

P1, P2, and P4 stressed that controlling production from beginning to end, that is,
the planting of seeds and all the sequential steps that culminate in the roasting of beans, is
essential to ensure coffee quality. For these three participants, the excellent quality of
their coffee is helpful, if not essential, to achieve export success and to resist international
competition. P3 mentioned that controlling the supply chain of what eventually will
eventually become roasted coffee, in other words the raw material, is helpful to highlight
its products' organic aspect.

P1 discussed controlling the coffee production chain regarding its impact on
export success. A successful export business, P1 explained, relies on control of
production. As evidenced by the farms P1 has developed, successful control of
production leads to a reduction in seasonal demand fluctuations, while simultaneously
producing quality products tailored to customer needs. A third benefit arises as well:
improved predictability, which then serves the business owner to set up shipping
forecasts.

P2 emphasized the importance of controlling the coffee production chain when
penetrating the international market. To be present on the international market, P2
manufactures products that comply with the destination markets' norms, standards, rules,
laws, and regulations. Another concern presented by competition in the international
market is one of product availability. By having control over the coffee production chain,

P2 was able to increase the availability of products in customer stores throughout the year
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and thus solve shipping delays that lead to stockouts. For P3, the control of the coffee
supply chain is an integral part of the export strategy. To improve the quality of products,
develop new products, and adapt products to consumers' needs in promising markets,
maintaining control of raw material supply is critical.

P4 confirmed the importance of controlling the coffee production chain as it
relates to the business owner’s export strategy. By having full control of the coffee bean
from farm to factory, P4 can, with consistency, ensure the superior quality of the product
and in turn grow its international reputation. Moreover, in managing each aspect of the
production chain, P4 can fully realize its production capacity and solve the difficulties of
exporting several small orders by consolidating them to make large shipments.

Theme 2: Partnership

Three of the four participants discussed the importance the role of partnerships
have in accessing the international market. P1, P2, and P4 indicated that they used
partnerships to develop their markets in Europe and the United States. A partnership is an
element of business strategy that allies a business with another business in an agreement
that is mutually beneficial to both parties. Often companies use partnerships to enter a
new market and access new opportunities with limited risk (Gutiérrez, Marquez, &
Reficco, 2016). P3, unlike the other three interviewees, indicated the business had
developed its own distribution network.

P1, P2, and P4 underlined that, partnerships are helpful to increase the availability
of their products in the international market, to have a deeper understanding of consumers

and their buying habits, and to avoid all the problems related to administrative and fiscal
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procedures. In P1’s words, "We have a growing network of partners in Europe and the
United States that brings our coffee even closer to consumers." P1 went on to say the
business has maintained long-term relationships with most of the partners. The partners
travel to Cameroon at least once a year for workshops on coffee-making processes, coffee
quality, and sales and shipping plans. P1 indicated partnerships have been useful to solve
payment problems, lack of knowledge of the markets, and avoid intermediaries.

P2 described partnership as the least risky way for a small business to enter the
international market. Partnering with distributors, who ensure the local availability of
products in target markets and reduce commercial and logistical requirements, has the
added benefit of gaining access to the distributor’s established local contacts and
knowledge of the market. These factors, according to P2, have proven this type of
partnership to be helpful in increasing sales and reducing stockouts.

P4 maintains business relationships with companies in local target markets. These
partnerships are paramount to the success of P4’s coffee exporting. Via various
partnerships, P4 has gained access to European and North American markets, achieved
scale efficiency, while reducing risks involved in significant investments or projects.
Using partnerships, P4 has also seen a boost in sales by bringing together several orders
to make large shipments.

P3 said, "Before making my first export to Europe, I adapted my business to this
type of trading. I have put in place a good team that helps throughout the export process
and limits all risks as much as possible." P3 developed a distribution network, without

intermediaries, from production to the final consumer. P3 uses the same processes in all
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the subsidiaries, the same production system in all the factories, and implements the same
sales and marketing policies. P3 mentioned conducting market studies to understand
consumers' needs and the functioning of supply systems in all target markets.
Theme 3: Trade Agreements Benefices

A trade agreement should increase trade flows by reducing trade barriers and
reducing competition for a specific product in each market (Brice, 2020). All the
participants demonstrated the beneficial contribution of trade agreements in their success
and sustainability in the export of coffee. P1, P2, P3, and P4 argued that removing tariffs
through trade agreements is an essential element in the competitiveness of their products
in target markets, namely Europe and the United States. Each participant emphasized the
usefulness of collaboration with the European Union Commission within the ACP-EU
framework and AGOA (Brice, 2020).

P1 identified international and national trade agreements free of customs duties as
a critical element to be competitive in price. For P1, multilateral agreements create new
business opportunities. P1 said,

With AGOA and the EU-ACP, we can export freely to the EU and the United

States, with no tariffs to pay or quotas. We can also import the inputs we need,

such as machines or components, at lower prices. On the other hand, the EU-ACP

promotes and facilitates partnership agreements between companies from ACP

countries and companies from European Union countries.

P2 declared that the Economic Partnership Agreements (EPAs) between the

European Union (E.U.) and the African, Caribbean, and Pacific (ACP) reduce the coffee
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export costs, and along with each EPA, the E.U. provides Aid for Trade. P2 indicated

that the establishment of international trade agreements has led to less hassle for
exporters, improved access to technical expertise, credit, and U.S. markets, and high-
level dialogue on trade and investment. In addition, AGOA and EU-ACP encourage fair
trade. For example, EPAs serve ACP countries to remove or reduce tariffs on sensitive
goods, such as coffee. P2 said, "I got much help from organizations such as AGOA." For
P2, international trade agreements are of great help in reducing costs and offering quality
products at competitive prices. P2 emphasized that being a part of AGOA might avoid
problems involving bad debts, mitigate any risks in advance, conduct credit checks, and
use services such as the U.S. Commercial Service's International Company Profile, which
conducts background checks on potential foreign partners.

P3 mentioned that the international trade agreements' role is the removal of
artificial trade barriers such as tariffs, non-tariff barriers to trade, export licenses, and
quotas. Economic integration agreements appear to be one of the key factors on trade
duration at the firm and country level (Chacha and Edwards, 2017; Socrates, 2016). P3
pointed out that EPAs support ACP farmers in meeting the EU's high standards in food
safety and plant health. P3 indicated being more competitive in the European market
because the EPAs removed customs duty on Cameroon's goods, including coffee.

The probability of continuing to export in a given market improves when the two
parties are engaged in a trade agreement because partners used trade agreements as an
essential framework for trading cost reduction (Martuscelli & Varela, 2018). P4 said, "I

received much help from AGOA and the European Trade Commission in finding good
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partners. Those institutions helped me travel, meet with business partners, and even set
up some commercial agreements." P4 underlined that international and national trade
agreements are of great help in achieving economies of scale, increasing efficiency and
competitiveness, and reducing the products' production resources. P4 pointed out that
EU-ACP promotes partnership agreements between companies from ACP countries and
companies from European Union countries. For P4, the benefits received from AGOA
include access to technical expertise, credits, and US markets.

Theme 4: Lowering Transaction Costs

Transactions, the unit of analysis in transaction cost economics (TCE), are
transfers of goods and services between buyers and sellers (Williamson, 1985).
Transaction costs are the costs of finding, arranging, and making these transfers and are a
market “friction” (Coase, 1937; Williamson, 1981). Transaction costs occur while
participating in markets and are contrasted with the physical costs of goods and services
(i.e., production costs; Hamet & Michel, 2018).

The four participants identified the reduction in transaction costs as a key factor
for success in the exportation of coffee because of the competitive prices of coffee from
the South American countries. Researchers have identified several transaction costs,
including contact, contract, and control costs (Roundy & Fayard, 2020). In sum,
transaction costs are the costs involved in finding, negotiating, and monitoring an
agreement to exchange goods or services (Williamson, 1985). P1, P2, and P4 discussed
the importance of partnership in reducing transaction costs. For these three participants,

working with partners leads to substantial savings. P1, P2, and P4 argued that entrusting
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part of the supply chain to a partner eliminates costs such as market research costs,
transport costs within the market, marketing costs, taxes, and administrative procedures.

P1, P2, and P4 emphasized that having partners is helpful in avoiding middlemen
and setting up a feasible shipping plan. Moreover, the coffee production chain's control,
the existence of partners with well-developed shipping plans can lead to reductions in
storage, handling, and transportation costs (domestic and international), as well as the
costs of administrative procedures. When engaging in a business transaction, individuals
seek to minimize transaction costs. Examining how individuals minimize transaction
costs provides a better understanding of why firms exist as organizational forms, why the
economy's organization is not with a single firm, and why firms vertically integrate
(Williamson, 1981).

P1 reported, "Most of the biggest coffee consuming countries are on other
continents (Europe and North American countries). Our essential partners are in those
countries. One of the first export challenges we had to contend with is the distance
(geography, transit time, and transport). We solved this problem by increasing the export
quantities. " P2 indicated that working with distributors is just like integrating into global
value chains. P2 increased the volume and improved exports with distributor partners
without having to master every step required to supply our coffee. P4 said, "We
established business relationships with companies in the local markets, which served us
to take away a good part of some of our costs. Those costs are related to transport and

logistics, onerous border procedures."
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Entrepreneurs try to reduce transaction costs to improve their profit margins. One
of the main activities of business owners is to find new ways to avoid or reduce
transaction costs (Ahmad & Etudaiye-Mubhtar, 2017). Researchers use the transaction cost
economics lens to examine several phenomena, including entrepreneurs' appraisals of
venture capitalists' external and internal support, decisions to ally with partners, and
choices to outsource production (Halim al., 2017; Khanin & Turel, 2016).

P3 emphasizes having developed a distribution network, without intermediaries,
from production to the end consumer to reduce transaction costs. P3 demonstrated the
importance of using the same processes in its subsidiaries in reducing transaction costs.
P3 said, "the fact of producing locally and using the same strategies in our subsidiaries
allows us to reduce the costs of studies and research and development, logistics and
transport costs, and marketing costs. "

Applications to Professional Practice

The objective of this qualitative multiple case study was to explore strategies that
owners of small businesses exporting coffee from Cameroon can use to sustain business
beyond the first 3 years of operation. The findings revealed four themes: (a) control of the
coffee production chain, (b) partnership, (c) trade agreements benefices, and (d) lowering
transaction costs. Owners of small businesses exporting coffee from Cameroon can apply
the findings of this study in establishing strategies to sustain their business beyond the
first 3 years of operation.

Implementing the emergent themes from this study can improve professional

practice because the findings indicate how small businesses exporting coffee from
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Cameroon improve their business's sustainability beyond the first 3 years of operation.
The results revealed that without the ability to control the coffee production chain,
establish partnerships, take advantage of trade agreements, and reduce transaction costs,
small business owners exporting coffee from Cameroon could not maintain their
business's sustainability beyond the first 3 years of operation. The SMEs, not having a
high production volume, face difficulties negotiating raw materials prices, which
determines a higher export price with a negative influence on competitiveness (Boscor,
2017).

This study revealed that the control of the coffee production chain ensures control
of quality and volumes, leading to the competitiveness of products on prices. The results
of this study showed that owners of small businesses exporting coffee from Cameroon
could support their activities beyond the first 3 years of operation by being competitive in
the international market. To be efficient, to position itself advantageously with the
competition, and to increase the interest of the coffee consumer, small businesses
exporting coffee from Cameroon must take steps to control and ensure quality. Standards
for coffee quality are available in ISO 10470 and ICS 67.140.20 certifications.

ISO 10470:2004 provides a chart that lists the main five categories of defects
considered to be potentially present in green coffee as marketed throughout the world,
whether its species, variety, and after-harvest processing (wet or dry). This chart shows
the influence of such defects on the loss of mass and the sensorial concern by using

coefficients. ISO 10470:1993 gives a listing in chart form of the main types of defects.
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The chart gives definitions and characteristics of each defect and its cause and effect on
the roasting and brew flavor of the roasted bean (Bicho et a/., 2014).

Determination of required quality criteria for export following the standard of ISO
10470 certification includes: (a) be healthy, dry (the water content must be less than or
equal to 13%), and without foul odor, (b) a defective value below 4%, cherry seeds
without mixture, cupping score is 85, (c¢) the uniform size of coffee beans, (d) have not
undergone any deterioration caused by mold or rot, (e) not contain any foreign bodies
other than those described in the official list of defects established by the Order, (f) do
not contain any black, semi-black, or cherry beans (Bicho et al., 2014).

The following elements are helpful to determine the quality of coffee: the
aromatic appearance of dry coffee (fragrance) and brewed coffee (aroma), the acidity of
the coffee, the sensation in the mouth, heavy or light (body), the flavor, full or spicy
(sweetness), the absence of residues in the cup (transparency), the predominance of an
element (balance), taste after consumption (after-notes). Two major categories of coffee
are widely known, namely Arabica coffee and Robusta coffee (Bicho et al., 2014).

The SMEs should be offered more support in terms of access to export
information, receive help to conduct research in foreign markets, and find business
partners (Boscor, 2017). Building partnerships, leveraging trade agreements, and
reducing transaction costs can ensure the competitiveness of small business owners
exporting coffee from Cameroon. A business partnership is critical in determining
business success; both parties can further develop their respective businesses (Walean et

al., 2021).
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Small businesses exporting coffee from Cameroon must pay attention to the
Incoterms when establishing partnerships. The level of responsibility depends on the
Incoterms in the contract. Incoterms are a set of terms that define the point where an
exporter stop being responsible for the coffee, its quality, its transportation, its
paperwork, and its marketing (Y1, 2021). Incoterms include FOB, EXW, CFR, CIF

e FOB - Free on Board : "The producer adheres to all export regulations and fees
until coffee is loaded onboard the transporting vessel ; buyer pays for ocean
freight and insurance."

e EXW — Ex Works : "The buyer takes ownership and assumes the movement and
storage risk from (the moment that they take ownership)." EXW typically refers
to overland shipping from a warehouse.

¢ CFR - Cost and Freight : "Producer/exporter delivers coffee, typically to its port
of discharge ; buyer pays for insurance (the producer may be responsible for any
spoilage and shortage arising from transportation if coffee is not properly
packaged)."

e CIF — Cost Insurance Freight : "Producer/exporter pays for the product up to the
port of discharge, including insurance ; the buyer is responsible for importation
charges." (Yi, 2021).

The more responsibility a small business owner exporting coffee from Cameroon
takes for exporting, the greater the risk, the greater the cost, and the more excellent the
opportunity for profit. In theory, exporting coffee should lead to a higher income. So too,

should FOB be compared to selling to an in-country buyer. However, this depends on
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small business owners exporting coffee from Cameroon's strategies. Through
partnerships, small business owners exporting coffee from Cameroon can improve coffee
production and quality, increase tax payment, and reduce unemployment.

SME managers and owners, political economists, and academics can use the
results of this study to develop strategies for the survival and growth of SMEs and
improve regional, national, and global economies. The results can also guide struggling
small business owners on how to improve their business practices and avoid setbacks.
The findings of this study are helpful to improve business practices by providing
information that can reduce the effects of the lack of strategies to support SMEs. SME
owners in Cameroon can use this study's results to prevent and mitigate the impact of the
lack of strategic planning, programming, and knowledge of the international market, in
terms of requirements and regulations, on the survival of SMEs in Cameroon.

Implications for Social Change

There has been an increase in the number of SME creations in Cameroon. The
government of Cameroon has supported the creation of SMEs by putting in place
stimulus policies, with the promulgation of the Center for Business Creation and
Training. However, countrywide research has concluded that less than 27.7% of SMEs
survived beyond the first 5 years (MINEPAT, 2016). More importantly, besides, 85% of
SMEs are generally controlled by their owners (CNIS, 2018). More specifically, this
research was carried out with owners of small businesses exporting coffee from
Cameroon, which constitutes part of the agricultural sectors which employs over 70% of

the active working population, provide over 42% of the country's GDP, as well as
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contributes to 30% of export revenue (CNIS, 2010). Most families depend on subsistence
farming as a lifeline; unfortunately, these families are unable to preserve their yields due
to lack of food processing and preservation methods available to them, leading to wastage
of food produce, economic hardship, and lack of food security for the families (Asogwa
et al.,2017).

The findings may contribute to positive social change by improving communities
and individuals' living standards in particular in the agricultural sector. Export success
and sustainability of SMEs exporting coffee from Cameroon could increase coffee
exports and, thus, increase GDP. The increase in the production of coffee in Cameroon
may lead to an increase in activities in the coffee distribution chain. Increased coffee
production may reduce unemployment and poverty, especially in rural areas.
Cameroonian SMEs owners involved in exporting coffee could be able to pay more taxes.
The Cameroonian government could use these taxes to improve infrastructure, building
roads, bridges, schools, homes, and amenities.

Recommendations for Action

This multiple case study attempted to answer the research question: What
strategies do owners of small businesses exporting coffee from Cameroon use to sustain
business beyond the first 3 years of operation? This study's findings may enlighten
exporting small business owners about what strategies they need to implement to sustain
their businesses and provide insights concerning how to diagnose and address the
underlying causes of SMEs' high failure rate in Cameroon. One of the most attractive

entry modes for SMEs is exporting because the exporter depends less on the home
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market, has a lower risk than other entry options, has the opportunity to test the market,
and can withdraw from risky markets with minimum losses (Boscor, 2017).

In the process of this research, I identified the following four recommendations
for small business owners exporting coffee from Cameroon to use to ensure the success
and sustainability of their business: (a) focus on controlling the supply chain coffee
production, (b) create and build a strong partnership, (c) harness the benefits of trade
agreements and (d) work to reduce transaction costs. Focusing on these four pillars can
be helpful to small business owners exporting coffee from Cameroon to be successful and
maintain their business in highly volatile and uncertain international markets.

Owners of small businesses exporting coffee from Cameroon must focus on the
control of the coffee production chain. The economics of coffee production has changed
in recent years, with prices on the international market declining and the cost of inputs
increasing. At the same time, the demand for specialty coffee is at an all-time high. For
sustainable coffee production, all production chain actors should pay attention to
improving the quality of coffee by engaging in sustainable, environmentally friendly
cultivation practices, ultimately claiming higher net returns (Krishnan, 2017).

The data analysis for this study revealed that the control of the coffee production
chain is a critical element in the international development strategy. The findings also
show that better control of the coffee production chain is essential to ensure excellent
coffee quality. The excellent quality of their coffee is helpful for export success and for

competing internationally.
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The second recommendation for small business owners is to develop strong
partnerships. The findings of this study revealed that partnership plays an essential role in
accessing the international market. The results of this study show that owners of small
businesses exporting coffee from Cameroon used the partnership to develop their markets
in Europe and the United States without investing in market research, distribution, and
marketing. With the partnership, owners of small businesses exporting coffee do not have
to deal with taxes or administrative procedures.

A partnership is a system or tool used and based on an agreement or arrangement
about objectives and sharing responsibilities, resources, risks, and benefits over a certain
period. The private sector often uses the term ‘joint venture’ to describe two or more
organizations working together to take advantage of efficiency and opportunity. They
combine knowledge and resources to create added value for existing distribution channel
products or services (Herawaty & Raharja, 2019). Owners of small businesses exporting
coffee from Cameroon should consider partnership as a strategy for expansion into the
international market and bringing their products to the consumers.

The third recommendation for small business owners is to take advantage of the
benefits of trade agreements. Previous studies have shown that one of the goals of trade
agreements, the African, Caribbean Pacific group of states - the European Union (ACP-
UE) agreement and the African Growth Opportunity Act (henceforth AGOA) is to give
preferential treatment to members by increasing exchanged volumes (Brice, 2020). The
participants in this study confirmed the beneficial contribution of trade agreements to

their success and sustainability in the export of coffee.
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The fourth recommendation for owners of small businesses exporting coffee from
Cameroon is to find ways to reduce their transaction costs. According to TCE theory,
firms choose international market entry modes that minimize the transaction costs
generated by the need to negotiate, monitor, and enforce transactions, thereby
maximizing their net benefits (Sestu & Majocchi, 2020). This study shows that reducing
transaction costs is a key success factor in the exportation of coffee because of the
competitive prices of coffee from South American countries. Minimizing transaction
costs and maximizing relationship commitment are essential in inter-firm relationship
management (Shahzad et al., 2018). This study's findings reveal that establishing
business relationships with companies in the local markets was helpful to take away a
good part of some costs related to transportation, logistics, and onerous border
procedures.

Recommendations for Further Research

The findings of this study add to the limited research available on the strategies
used by some small businesses in Cameroon to be successful in sustaining businesses
beyond 3 years. In this study, I used a multiple case study design to explore the strategies
that owners of small businesses exporting coffee from Cameroon can use to sustain
business beyond the first 3 years of operation. Like any other study, this study had
assumptions, limitations, and delimitations.

I identified two limitations to this study. First, the primary mode of data collection
was through participant interviews. While I have tried to limit participant bias,

unintended participant bias could still be a limiting factor to the findings' validity. The
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study also depended on the participants' abilities to recall events from their experience
accurately. Furthermore, participants may have felt uncomfortable disclosing critical
information about the failures or successes of their businesses. To ensure that participants
were comfortable, I gave them a sense of what the questions would entail a few days
before the interview. As face-to-face meetings were not possible due to the COVID-19
related restrictions, I could not go to the small businesses' physical premises to collect
evidence from some of the posters in the participants' offices. I am confident that this
study's validity remains intact even without the benefit of posters because the participants
answered all the questions during the interviews.

The second limitation was a methodological one, as the owners I interviewed
operate in Cameroon's agriculture industry. The culture of the participants could have
influenced their responses. I recommend that future researchers conduct further research
on the strategies used by small businesses in other industries in Cameroon and other
developing countries. There is a need to extend the research to include small businesses
exporting coffee from other countries in Africa. A similar study conducted in other
countries in Africa will make it possible to determine if the results have applicability
elsewhere.

Reflections

The Doctor of Business Administration program at Walden University has been
full of challenges. Along the way, I worked with some outstanding faculty members and
staff and classmates. There have been moments when I felt overwhelmed, frustrated, and

doubted if I needed to continue; however, with support from my family, my business
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partners, classmates, lecturers, and my chair, I have reached these final stages of my
study.

Data collection was challenging because of the COVID-19 lockdown. Some
participants withdrew at the last moment, and as a result, I had to look for other
participants. Most of the participants contacted never responded, I used Skype and phone
to conduct the interviews. Skype and phone use were challenging, as some participants
were not familiar with those data collection modes. However, despite these challenges, I
was able to get four participants to interview. At a challenging time, I am grateful to the
participants who allowed me to interview them and advance my studies.

The use of the transaction cost economics (TCE) theory as the conceptual
framework of this study was helpful to understand the strategies that owners of small
businesses exporting coffee from Cameroon used to sustain business and the processes
that underpin the development and the implementation of these strategies. Using the TCE
has served to link strategies to companies' processes to create and deliver value to their
customers. [ used the TCE framework to explore the business models of small businesses
and how some small business owners analyze each transaction, seeking the governance
structure that minimizes transaction costs and thereby increases their business efficiency
in the short term. The TCE theory's goal is to reduce transaction costs ultimately through
efficiency, aiming to achieve sustainable competitive advantages (Augusto & de Souza,
2015). Iintend to continue studying the TCE further. I found the TCE to be a compelling

theory for organizational and business analysis.
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Conclusion

The purpose of this qualitative multiple case study was to explore strategies that
owners of small businesses exporting coffee from Cameroon can use to sustain business
beyond the first 3 years of operation. Given that less than 25% of SMEs in Cameroon
stay in business past the first three years, a success rate that sits well below those of
SME:s in other countries, these findings may also be useful when applied more broadly to
other fields in which Cameroonian SMEs engage. SMEs in Cameroon constitute 98.8%
of companies in the country and employ over 70% of the active population. A rise in the
percentage of SMEs that survive the first three years of operation would in turn not just
benefit individual business owners but the population at large, resulting in GDP growth,
improved economic stability and higher job retention.

The study's target population was owners of small businesses located in
Cameroon that export coffee. Four owners of small businesses exporting coffee from
Cameroon participated in the semistructured, open-ended interviews. The small sample
size of four was appropriate to enable the researcher to reach data saturation (Marshall &
Rossman, 2016). I used the TCE conceptual framework to undertake this study and
followed an interview protocol to avoid bias.

To ensure data saturation, triangulation was employed as a method to compare
data collected from interviews with existing documents and archival sources. In addition,
member checking served to confirm interpretations of interviewee statements. I reviewed
and analyzed over 200 sources to develop this study's themes, including information from

semistructured interviews with small business owners, existing peer-reviewed literature,
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and public information regarding company websites' participant businesses. From the
data analysis, four themes emerged that are useful in answering the research question and
understanding factors that influence the success and sustainability in this industry: (a)
control of the coffee production chain, (b) partnership, (c) trade agreements benefices,
and (d) lowering transaction costs. The themes that emerged support the TCE conceptual
framework.

This study's findings revealed that owners of small businesses exporting coffee
who control their production chain and in turn are able to lower their costs can develop
and sustain a competitive advantage that ensures the success and sustainability of their
business beyond the first 3 years of operation. Control of the production chain yields
several overlapping operational benefits: higher quality products fashioned to meet
destination market norms, a reduction in seasonal demand fluctuations and the ability to
create accurate shipping forecasts. Owners of small businesses exporting coffee also
greatly benefit from the successful implementation of partnership strategies. Partnerships
provide access to new markets while mitigating risk and reducing commercial and
logistical requirements.

Alongside the utilization of partnerships, taking full advantage of international
and domestic trade agreements is essential to successfully sustaining a business beyond
the first 3 years of operation. Such agreements encourage increased efficiency as well as
the achievement of economies of scale, which lead to a more robust, profitable SME that
is better equipped to survive in a competitive marketplace. Lowering transaction costs

further this end. By selectively choosing entry points in the international market, a small
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business exporting coffee can minimize transaction costs associated with trade
negotiation, monitoring and enforcement. Having reduced these transaction costs and
maximized net profit, the company is better situated to grow and compete in the

international market.
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Appendix A: Interview Protocol

During the interviews, I will respect the following steps of the Interview protocol:

1.

Introduce myself to the participants as a Walden University DBA
doctoral candidate.

Remind of the purpose of the interview.

Present and explain the contents of the consent form with the
participants.

Emphasize to participants the importance given to the confidentiality
of information, answers to questions, and their concerns.

Ask permission to record the interview digitally.

Turn on the audio recorder and begin recording.

Note the date, time, and place of the interview.

Start the interview with the first question and continue through to the
last question. Take notes of critical information during the interview
process. Ask follow-up questions to clarify any unclear response.

End the interview by expressing my appreciation to the participants for
participating in the study and seek the exchange of contact information

for any questions or follow-up questions that participants may have.

10. Turn off the recording device and end the protocol.
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Appendix B: List of the Interview Questions for the Study

1.

2.

What export strategies have you used to achieve success in your business?
What challenges have you encountered in developing and implementing
your export strategies to sustain your business?

What did you find worked best to overcome these challenges?

What did you find worked best to access the international market?

What did you find worked best to reduce transaction costs?

How did your business mission and vision influence the strategic process
to sustain your exports during the first 3 years?

How do the provisions of the African Growth and Opportunity Act
(AGOA) and the European Union and the African, Caribbean, and Pacific
(EU-ACP) Agreements contribute to the success in your exporting
business?

What additional information would you like to share regarding the
strategies used to succeed and sustain exports under the African Growth
and Opportunity Act (AGOA), the European Union and the African,
Caribbean, and Pacific (EU-ACP) Agreements?

What other information do you see pertinent that we did not discuss in this

interview?
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