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Abstract 

 

This thesis explores the relational dynamics between small and medium-sized enterprises 

(SMEs) and their international intermediaries, focusing on the previously under-researched 

perspective of intermediaries. Using Lederzentrum, a German exporting firm and its network 

of intermediaries from a variety of European countries, as a multiple-case study, this research 

identifies and analyzes relational drivers such as trust, knowledge exchange, costs, network, 

performance, and dependency through semi-structured interviews with both the SME and its 

intermediaries and a theoretical framework based on Commitment-Trust theory, Uppsala model 

of Internationalization, Resource Dependency Theory, Resource and Knowledge-Based View. 

The findings highlight the importance of building strong, trust-based relationships and effective 

communication channels to overcome resource constraints and market entry barriers. The study 

provides an understanding of how these drivers influence the success of Intermediary-SME 

relationship. This research contributes to the existing literature by offering a unique 

intermediary perspective on the SME-intermediary relationship. 
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1. Introduction: 

In this section, the background on the research topic of the relationship between SMEs and their 

international intermediaries is discussed. Furthermore, a problem discussion is presented, 

followed by the research's purpose and question. Finally, the section is concluded with 

delimitations based on the scope of the study. 

 

1.1 Background 

This study examines foreign intermediaries' perspectives on what constitutes a successful 

partnership with small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) and the effect of the identified 

relational drivers on intermediary performance. Historically, SMEs internationalizing have 

played a significant part in the global economy, where globalization and the emergence of 

international SMEs are a worldwide trend (Knight, 2000, p. 12). Research on SME participation 

in international business operations has been increasing overall since the early 2000’s. SMEs’ 

(SMEs; companies with less than >250 employees) activities have primarily increased due to 

the historical globalization of markets (Development, 2024; Knight, 2000, p. 12). Globalization 

is the interdependence of national economies, generally referring to the concept of exchanging 

products and services across economic zones, traveling long distances, and crossing cultural, 

political, and physical barriers (De Vries, 2010, p. 710; Knight, 2000, p. 12). The concept of 

globalization has historically increased in relevance worldwide, especially since the post-war 

period, with the growing worldwide liberalization. Worldwide exports have significantly 

increased from approximately 40 billion in 1945 to more than 4.5 trillion in 1993 (Leonidou & 

Katsikeas, 1996, p. 517). For individual firms, exporting can provide them with competitive 

advantage, improve their financial position, and raise technological standards (Leonidou & 

Katsikeas 1996, p. 518). Additionally, the historical trends of globalization have shown a 

pattern of increasing internalization for SMEs. There is now evidence of the emergence of 

SMEs that are active exporters from the beginning, with a significant portion of their sales 

coming from abroad (Oviatt & McDougall, 1995, pp. 30–31). However, in modern times, small 

and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) play a vital role in the economic development of nation-

states worldwide (Gamage et al., 2019, p. 1). According to Elegunde et al. (2023, p. 219) SMEs 

are an essential function to a country’s economy, where they make up the majority of firms in 

most economies, and present the greatest potential for job growth. The evidence depicts that 

SMEs are operating within global markets. The firms previously enjoyed the benefits from the 
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increased homogeneity of foreign markets associated with globalization (Oviatt & McDougall, 

1995, p. 30). However, this is rapidly changing due to the increased pattern of regionalization 

(The localization of global supply chains amid the pandemic, 2020). Regionalization is 

explained, according to the authors Rugman and Verbeke (2004, p. 7), as a classification of 

firms where the level of global integration determines the level of regionalization. The firms 

are classified as either home region-oriented, bi-regional, host region-oriented, or global firms 

(Rugman & Verbeke, 2004, p. 7). Therefore, even though SMEs still aim to expand and 

maintain their market position (Johanson & Vahlne, 2009, p. 1412), the growth of cross-border 

trade in recent decades has led to the expansion of global supply networks (The localization of 

global supply chains amid the pandemic, 2020). SMEs will need to adjust to the shift from 

global markets to regional ones. This makes it crucial for SMEs to effectively navigate, manage, 

or establish relationships with international intermediaries operating within the region. This is 

especially challenging due to limited access to networks and changes in regulations. Today, 

corporations even raise their concerns against regulators to help companies create global 

networks that reduce the risk of exclusive sourcing based on region or country (The localization 

of global supply chains amid the pandemic, 2020). However, it is important to mention that the 

shift from globalization to regionalization does not necessarily imply that it represents extreme 

geographical fragmentation in the global market or complete integration. Therefore, the general 

view of regionalization is that it represents a semi-globalization process (Rugman & Verbeke, 

2004, p. 6). Previous research in the field of international business was primarily focused on 

international entry and operation mode, understanding how firms integrate their international 

operations through the decision to either establish a sales subsidiary or use an intermediary 

(Solberg, 2006, p. 17). The definition of the term “intermediary” is broad, and therefore, there 

is no singular definition of intermediary that explains all possible forms (Virtanen et al., 2023, 

pp. 4-5). However, the general definition of an intermediary is any type of middleman that 

serves as a bridge between a raw materials provider and an end user. In other words, the general 

definition entails that intermediaries can be organizations that possess different positions and 

functions in the supply chain. Therefore, explaining the process of intermediation between 

producer and final consumer (Virtanen et al., 2023, pp. 4-5). Due to the broad definition, there 

are many forms of intermediation, and therefore many different intermediaries that serve the 

organization with different functions. To further clarify, intermediaries appear in different 

forms, such as trading companies, international trade intermediaries, agents, wholesalers, and 

procurement service providers (Virtanen et al., 2023, pp. 4-5). This study primarily focuses on 

the role of an intermediary as an international trade intermediary. It takes the role and function 
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of an international partner that conducts business on behalf of a company in a foreign market 

and sells its products on the given market (Virtanen et al., 2023, pp. 5-8). Intermediaries are 

commonly used to help overcome constraints experienced by companies seeking to expand 

internationally. For instance, China holds the position of the world's largest exporter, with 

Chinese intermediaries managing 22% of exports. This helps to clarify the widespread use of 

intermediaries in global trade (F. Lin, 2017, p. 123). To conclude, intermediaries have been and 

are used frequently by internationalizing companies. Although intermediaries such as trading 

companies, agents, and merchants have historically played a key role in international business 

for centuries (Virtanen et al., 2023, p. 1). The business form has achieved a status as one of the 

longest-serving organizations by integrating local economies into the global market. Relational 

drivers refer to the factors that influence the quality and success of business relationships in this 

study. The focus lies specifically between SMEs and their intermediaries. Further, network-

based relationships have a direct impact on the level of success of SMEs’ internationalization 

(Efrat & Øyna, 2021, p. 509). 

 

1.2 Problem Discussion 

Lin (2017, p. 124) argues that SMEs that are resource-constrained are generally forced to use 

intermediaries instead of directly exporting to foreign markets. This is mainly due to credit 

constraints, and the implications of using indirect exportation through intermediaries are less 

effective and profitable than direct exportation through the establishment of sales subsidiaries 

(Lin, 2017, p. 124). Similarly, according to Johanson and Vahlne (2009, p. 1412), companies 

often formalize entries through deals with intermediaries. However, as sales grow, they replace 

their intermediaries with their own sales organizations. For resource-constrained firms like 

SMEs, intermediaries provide a cost-effective and flexible means for them to access foreign 

markets. Their role extends beyond a temporary solution to resource constraints (Ellis, 2000, p. 

446). Although the authors Cassiman and Golovko (2011, p. 57) discuss linkages between the 

resource-constraints and SMEs; arguing that SMEs often suffer from insufficient resources and 

capabilities to innovate for global markets. In other words, the premises of SMEs lacking the 

resources for direct international expansion is resulting in them relying on intermediaries. 

However, the extent to which intermediaries mitigate resource constraints while maintaining 

profitability warrants further investigation (Efrat & Øyna, 2021, p. 517). Particularly due to the 

argument that the success of exporting through intermediaries is dependent on well-functioning 

relationships (Efrat & Øyna, 2021, p. 508). Therefore , making relational drivers a primary 
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concern for SMEs. Previous research in the field is mostly limited to the perspective of the 

SME, not taking intermediaries into account (Efrat & Øyna, 2021, p. 517). This is also 

surprising since the relationship between the SME-intermediary always consists of a trade-off 

that affects both parties (Solberg, 2006, p. 157). Furthermore, this gap became more evident 

when reviewing existing literature, and a literature review about international intermediaries by 

Virtanen et al. (2023, p. 5). The authors concluded that intermediaries “despite the key role they 

have long played in international business, their profile, namely what they are (definition) and 

what they do (services/activities), has seldom been rigorously studied in prior studies” 

(Virtanen et al., 2023, p. 5). Of these articles identified by Virtanen et al. (2023, p. 5) only four 

included intermediaries directly in their data collection. This implies that intermediaries 

themselves have been given little opportunity to present their perspectives in previous research. 

However, SMEs and their intermediaries share complex relationships. Because intermediaries 

act under different circumstances and environments than SMEs (Efrat & Øyna, 2021, pp. 512–

513), they will likely have a different perspective on the relationship’s characteristics. Priorities, 

needs, and expectations might shift from different perspectives. To gain a holistic understanding 

of the relationship between SMEs and intermediaries, it is important to understand both 

perspectives as they both influence the relationship. The lack of previous research from the 

perspective of intermediaries (Virtanen et al., 2023, p. 5), indicates that this holistic 

understanding has not been achieved. The current research from the perspective of 

intermediaries is limited. The topics explored from the perspective of intermediaries relating to 

intermediary relationships are contracts (Bello & Williamson, 1985, p. 65) and transaction costs 

(Peng & York, 2001, p. 327). Other papers have researched the relationship of intermediaries 

more generally but are mostly restricted to specific cases (Chintakananda et al., 2009, p. 302; 

Fung et al., 2007, p. 159; Nevins & Money, 2008, p. 46; Nguyen & Abwao, 2023, p. 31). Due 

to this limited research, the foundation of understanding the intermediary perspective in the 

relationship seems to be under-explored. More case studies might help develop this foundation 

by adding different circumstances and new perspectives/arguments and allowing future 

research to use these cases to gain a general understanding of this topic.  

 

1.3 Purpose of The Research 

The purpose of this research is to explore the success factors of the SME intermediary 

relationship from the perspective of the intermediaries. 
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1.4 Research Question 

“What are the critical success factors in the relationship between SMEs and Intermediaries 

from the perspective of the intermediaries?” 

 

1.5 Delimitations 

This case study focuses on eight intermediaries and their relationship with an exporting SME 

firm; the scope of research is mainly limited to the European market and the leather care 

industry. The time frame for this study is five months. One month will be dedicated to collecting 

primary data, so this study is time-constrained. 
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2. Theoretical Framework 

This section presents the literature, and theories processed in the literature study. 

 

2.1 SME Internationalization 

Internationalization is a process in which a firm gradually increases its international 

involvement through business operations in foreign markets (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977, p. 23). 

For a firm to internationalize through exporting, the main decision behind choosing to 

internationalize lies behind the perceptions of the risks and costs associated with exporting. 

Experiential learning significantly reduces negative attitudes and perceptions towards the risks 

of internationalizing (Ganotakis & Love, 2012, p. 694). However, the internationalization 

process is conceptualized through a well-established model developed by the authors Johanson 

and Vahlne (1977). The 1977 Uppsala Model of Internationalization establishes two static and 

two change variables. The 2009 model incorporates the role of networks and relationships. 

According to the authors Dunning (1988, p. 12), this also contributed to the concept of 

internationalization, particularly through the initial discovery that early internationalization 

occurs in young, resource and experience-deficient firms. In other words, this discovery shows 

how the process of international expansion for companies has changed over the years. If 

building trust and strong relationships have become more important than making commitments 

and taking action, it suggests that a company's network and connections play a larger role in its 

ability to expand globally, even for small companies with limited resources (Cavusgil & Knight, 

2015, pp. 5-7; Johanson & Vahlne, 2009, p. 1424). Furthermore, according to Cavusgil and 

Knight (2015, p. 6) SMEs can overcome the resource-constraints through leveraging unique 

capabilities and strengths (Cavusgil & Knight, 2015, p. 6; Johanson & Vahlne, 2009, p. 1423). 

Hence, the success of SMEs during the process of internationalization is dependent, in the larger 

part, on the formulation and implementation of strategy. This, in turn, reflects the firm’s ability 

to respond to short- and long-term challenges and opportunities posed by the business 

environment (Cavusgil & Knight, 2015, p. 15). Intermediaries are stakeholders in the business 

environment (Huang & Kung, 2010, pp. 439-440). 

 

  



7 

 

 

 

2.1.1 SME use of Intermediaries as a tool for Internationalization 

SMEs engaging in foreign operations have been researched thoroughly. One aspect linked to 

SME internationalization is the frequent choice of local intermediaries (Efrat & Øyna, 2021, p. 

508). Johanson and Vahlne (2009, p. 1412) expressed that companies often formalize their 

entries into foreign markets through deals with intermediaries, which often are agents that 

represent the firm in foreign markets. Strong networking with competent intermediaries can 

give SMEs competitive advantages, allow market penetration into the local market, and can 

avoid the complexities associated with exporting (Hamir Basah, 2019, p. 88). Particularly, 

exporting intermediaries provide a crucial role for SMEs in formalizing internationalization 

strategies (Hamir Basah, 2019, p. 88). This explains how intermediaries can help bridge the 

knowledge gap, such as cultural differences, interests, or capacity to absorb knowledge, thereby 

reducing risks and uncertainties when expanding internationally (Efrat & Øyna, 2021, p. 508; 

Ganotakis & Love, 2012, p. 694; Hamir Basah, 2019, p. 88). It also diminishes the costs 

associated with matching producers and foreign customers, especially for small companies 

exporting to small foreign customers (Akerman, 2018, p. 160). This leads to the conclusion that 

intermediaries are an efficient tool for internationalization, particularly for resource-constrained 

SMEs (Al-Tabbaa & Zahoor, 2024, p. 1)  

 

2.2 Export Intermediaries 

As mentioned previously, export intermediaries are entities that facilitate the process of 

international trade by acting as a bridge between producers and foreign markets (Fung et al., 

2007, p. 161). The Uppsala Model, established by Johansson and Vahlne, presents a model 

where firms gradually increase their international involvement through a process of incremental 

steps (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977, p. 25). The model suggests that companies usually start with 

low-commitment entry methods, such as exporting through intermediaries. Over time, they 

progress to higher commitment entry methods, like establishing their own subsidiaries, as they 

gain more knowledge of the market and more experience with local market conditions 

(Johanson & Vahlne, 2009, p. 1424). Furthermore, this process implies that SMEs that do not 

possess certain resources are highly likely to choose an entry mode based on utilizing export 

intermediaries in order to mitigate risks associated with foreign market entries (Johanson & 

Vahlne, 2009, p. 1412; Lin, 2017, p. 124). The perception that export intermediaries are a highly 

likely option for firms to choose when determining entry modes is also due to export 

intermediaries providing the export-firm necessary market knowledge. The market knowledge 
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can include, e.g., reducing transaction costs and overcoming resource constraints associated 

with SMEs’ lack of assets (Lin, 2017, p. 124). According to Fung et al. (2007, p. 160) the 

relationship between exporters and intermediaries is fundamental to succeeding when 

internationalizing. The role of export intermediaries extends beyond market entry strategies, 

since as mentioned above, they are critical in navigating foreign market complexities, cultural 

differences and regulatory environments (Ellis, 2003, p. 81; Fung et al., 2007, p. 161; Johanson 

& Vahlne, 2009, p. 1424). The intermediary role is essential in the initial stages of 

internationalization, since as highlighted by the Uppsala model, it underscores the importance 

of building market knowledge incrementally (Johanson & Vahlne, 2009, p. 1423). 

 

2.3 SME-Intermediary Relationship 

In order to succeed in expanding internationally, small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) 

rely on establishing strong relationships with their intermediaries and vice versa. The quality of 

these relationships reflects the SMEs' ability to develop and execute successful export 

strategies. Similarly, intermediaries who represent SMEs in their domestic market also rely on 

high-quality relationships since this ultimately impacts their overall performance (Knight, 

2000, p. 12; Petersen et al., 2000, p. 46). The need for a well-functioning relationship can also 

be explained further by the Resource-Based theory. The author Barney (1991, pp. 101-102) 

suggests that the firm’s competitive advantage is a function of its valuable, rare, and inimitable 

resources. The resources are referred to as all of the firm’s assets, including capabilities, 

organizational processes, firm attributes, information, and knowledge (Efrat & Øyna, 2021, pp. 

508-509; Johanson & Vahlne, 2009, p. 1412). However, to manage the SME-Intermediary 

relationship, the parties must balance trade-offs from two different perspectives  (Solberg, 2006, 

p. 157). The SME perspective suggests that when opting to use intermediaries primarily to 

minimize risk, it is important to find an intermediary that can reduce export-related 

complexities, and the costs associated with expansion (Peng & York, 2001, p. 331; Solberg, 

2006, p. 157). The intermediary’s perspective suggests that low import costs associated with 

the need for their services, preferably non-substitutable, are important (Peng & York, 2001, pp. 

331-332). The trade-offs can only be managed successfully, dependent on certain relational 

drivers that affect the relationship quality. Network, Economic, and Resource-Based theory 

suggests that factors influence and drive the dynamics of SME-Intermediary relationships 

(Anderson & Coughlan, 1987, p. 72; Barney, 1991, p. 101; Johanson & Vahlne, 2009, p. 1411). 

These can be referred to as relational drivers, as mentioned above. The relational drivers factor 
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into what constitutes a successful business partnership. This is of theoretically high importance 

due to what was mentioned in Solberg’s study: “export performance is to a large extent 

explained (68%) by relationship quality” (Solberg, 2006, p. 21). 

 

2.3.1 Trust as a Relational Driver 

Trust is a relational driver in the context of SME-Intermediary relationships. According to 

Network theory, developed by Johanson and Vahlne (2009, p. 1412) trust is a contingent factor 

for internationalization. The greater the trust between business partners, the greater the 

commitment (Johanson & Vahlne, 2009, p. 1414). This is also emphasized by the Commitment-

Trust Theory, developed by Morgan and Hunt (1994, pp. 22-23). It is drawn upon the political 

economy paradigm, which explains that power is a central concept in network analysis, since it 

can condition other actors. Similarly, the commitment-trust theory suggests that in international 

partnership relationship-commitment and trust are central to successful relationships. Instead 

of conditioning others, commitments encourage cooperation, fostering trust between SMEs and 

intermediaries (Morgan & Hunt, 1994, p. 21). The identification of trust exists when one party 

has confidence in an exchange partner’s reliability and integrity (Morgan & Hunt, 1994, p. 23). 

This also helps explain why trust is a fundamental part of the relationships between SMEs and 

their intermediaries (Efrat & Øyna, 2021, pp. 509-510; Erdil, 2014, pp. 601-604). It creates a 

more efficient relationship, helps to solve conflict, and lowers the perceived risks (Bello et al., 

2003, pp. 2-7; Efrat & Øyna, 2021, pp. 509-510; Pinho, 2013, pp. 556-557). Trust can be 

defined as integrity, reliability, or reliance on each other words (Erdil, 2014, pp. 601-604; 

Johanson & Vahlne, 2009, p. 1417). It implies an ability to predict each other’s behavior and a 

willingness to accept compromises for budling relationships. Trust can develop further into 

commitment. However, trust is not permanent and can be broken. Efrat and Øyna (2021, pp. 

509-513) differentiate between two different types of trust in the SME-intermediary 

relationship: affective trust and calculative trust. Affective trust is built through long-term 

relationships based on feelings and emotions such as attachment, commitment, and 

understanding. Calculative trust consists of control mechanisms and monitoring. These have 

various implications (Efrat & Øyna, 2021, pp. 516-517). Affective trust aligns the interests of 

the relationship partners and fosters understanding of each other's positions. This avoids conflict 

or decreases severity. Calculative trust and its control mechanisms are established when 

affective trust is lacking or if a conflict is more severe or takes a longer time. The control 

mechanisms are then more efficient at regulating and moderating the relationship as personal 

dislike is likely to become established. An affective relationship becomes less probable. Once 
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the relationship is established Karunaratna and Johnson (1997, pp. 28-29) recommend non-

coercive screening. It describes the monitoring of activities through mainly knowledge 

exchange. It can align both parties and create a better functioning relationship. However, 

Karunaratna and Johnson (1997, pp. 16-20) do not exclude authoritative control mechanisms. 

Contracts are still seen as an important means of creating control in the relationship based on 

the dynamics present. Intermediaries do need a degree of autonomy to operate efficiently 

(Madsen et al., 2012, p. 535). The level of control required seems to depend on the quality of 

the relationship (Velez et al., 2015, pp. 817-818). A well-functioning relationship does not need 

as many control mechanisms, while the opposite applies to poorly managed relationships. 

Cultural differences can also affect the levels of trust in the SME-intermediary relationship 

(Hamir Basah, 2019, pp. 90-93). Culturally similar partnerships will find it easier to 

communicate effectively and understand each other’s practices, which can increase the trust 

between both partners. Furthermore, trust is essential as it is often a building block for other 

relationship factors, such as knowledge exchange and building a functioning network (Efrat & 

Øyna, 2021, pp. 516-517; Johanson & Vahlne, 2009, p. 1417). 

 

Intermediary Perspective  

From the intermediary perspective, trust is also an important factor (Nevins & Money, 2008, p. 

55). It makes collaboration with exporters more efficient and helps to navigate cultural 

differences and misunderstandings because it serves as a mediator to overcome communication 

barriers. Furthermore, other relational drivers are often built on trust (Nguyen & Abwao, 2023, 

pp. 41-43). Bello and Williamson (1985, pp. 78-79) have researched intermediaries' 

perspectives on the severity of control mechanisms. They conclude that a contractual agreement 

makes the relationship with intermediaries more stable and successful than informal or no 

agreements. This is in stark contrast to the findings of Nevins and Money (2008, p. 55) in which 

they found that binding contracts negatively affected intermediaries’ performance. A consensus 

from the intermediary perspective does not seem to exist.  

 

2.3.2 Knowledge Exchange as a Relational Driver 

The Knowledge-Based theory of the firm, developed by the author Grant (1996), helps to clarify 

what knowledge is, and why knowledge exchange is a relational driver within firms. This is 

especially important in the context of inter-firm learning, as the transferability of knowledge is 

crucial both within the firm and between firms (Grant, 1996, p. 111). Effectively managing and 

utilizing the firm’s knowledge resources results in firms gaining a competitive advantage. For 
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SMEs and Intermediaries, understanding and learning from each other is critical to navigating 

collaboration challenges across borders. However, to learn from each other, there must be a 

knowledge exchange, which refers to the transferability and the mechanisms for transferring 

information across individuals, space, and time (Grant, 1996, p. 111). Knowledge may be 

transferred across any organization. In the case of SMEs internationalizing, they can gain 

knowledge about local market conditions through their network, while the intermediary can 

learn about the products or services to fill the knowledge gap (Grant, 1996, p. 111; Johanson & 

Vahlne, 2009, p. 1416). This showcases knowledge as a relational driver and why knowledge 

exchange is an important process between SMEs and their intermediaries (Bello et al., 2003, p. 

3; Efrat & Øyna, 2021, pp. 516-517). Exchanging knowledge can be done through both formal 

and informal channels. Knowledge exchange serves a variety of purposes (Bello et al., 2003, p. 

3; Efrat & Øyna, 2021, pp. 508-509; Karunaratna & Johnson, 1997, pp. 19-24). Firstly, it is an 

important coordination mechanism. In relationships, partners need to coordinate and align their 

business operations and exchange knowledge regarding local market conditions and customs. 

This can only be done by communicating and exchanging knowledge. It is important because 

it makes the cooperation between both parties more effective. According to Karunaratna and 

Johnson (1997, pp. 22-25), goal alignment of both parties in the relationship is an important 

factor in keeping the relationship efficient. This alignment can be reached by communicating 

goals and intentions, resulting in a mutually beneficial relationship. Efrat and Øyna (2021, p. 

510) elaborate on the concept of interaction orientation. It explains the importance of gathering 

and exchanging knowledge in the SME-intermediary relationship and the importance of 

utilizing and applying the gathered knowledge. This is supported by Karunaratna and Johnson 

(1997, pp. 20-24) who discuss the importance of communicating and understanding each 

other’s environment as a critical factor. This can include market dynamics or the regulatory 

environment. Communicating and understanding these factors can help to better understand and 

collaborate with each other. Overall, intermediaries can become a large provider of knowledge 

(Lin et al., 2016, pp. 4835-4836). It depends on the exporters' absorptive capacity if they can 

process the knowledge. Another factor that influences the success of knowledge exchange is 

cultural differences (Hamir Basah, 2019, pp. 90-93). Similar cultures can simplify knowledge 

exchange and make it more effective, as their cultures are similar. This avoids 

miscommunication and misunderstandings. Conversely, strong cultural differences can have 

the opposite effect and are more challenging to overcome. Knowledge exchange becomes more 

important if the products sold through an intermediary are complex (Madsen et al., 2012, pp. 

536-540). The intermediary must gain extensive knowledge about the product to serve local 
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customers efficiently and professionally. Passing on knowledge by, for example, training 

intermediaries is generally beneficial (Chung et al., 2012, pp. 40-44). It helps intermediaries to 

understand their customers’ needs and increases their ability to serve them efficiently. Efficient 

service results in loyal customers (Chung et al., 2012, p. 49). This benefits both intermediaries 

and exporters. Efficient knowledge exchange will enhance the relationship's and its 

stakeholders' performance (Bello et al., 2003, p. 3; Efrat & Øyna, 2021, pp. 509-512; Hamir 

Basah, 2019, pp. 90-93). It helps companies better anticipate the market's needs and adapt and 

profit from them. As this suggests, it also increases the adaptability of both parties. Therefore, 

knowledge exchange is not only important by itself but also influences other factors, such as 

performance. 

 

Intermediary Perspective 

Communication is also an important factor from the intermediary perspective (Chintakananda 

et al., 2009, p. 316). Sharing information can be mutually beneficial. Miscommunication, 

especially due to cultural differences, is an issue. Nevins and Money (2008, p. 55) however, 

found that if intermediaries are in a trusting relationship, they can overcome these issues more 

effectively. 

 

2.3.3 Costs as a Relational Driver 

Costs as a relational driver can be described by the Agency theory discussed by Jensen and 

Meckling (1976, p. 308). The authors introduce agency costs, which are associated with a 

contractual relationship where the principal engages the agent to perform services on their 

behalf. This often involves the principal delegating decision-making authority to the agent 

(Jensen & Meckling, 1976, p. 308). It can be applied to any relationship across firms, managers, 

or shareholders (Fayezi et al., 2012, p. 564). This justifies the application of the theoretical 

framework in the context of the SME (the principal) and the Intermediary (the Agent) 

relationship. The theoretical framework states that if both parties are utility-maximizers, there 

is good reason to believe that the agent will not always act in the principal's best interests 

(Jensen & Meckling, 1976, p. 308). Any firm, including intermediaries, aims to maximize 

utility or align with profit-maximizing goals. However, there is a proposition that conflicts may 

arise in this relationship. This is primarily due to the concept of agency costs, which include 

monitoring costs by the principal (SME), bonding costs by the agent (intermediary), and 

residual loss. These costs become a driving factor in ensuring that intermediaries act in the best 

interests of the SME (Jensen & Meckling, 1976, pp. 307-308). However, generally, 
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intermediaries are regarded as a cost-saving measure for SMEs (Efrat & Øyna, 2021, pp. 508-

509; Hamir Basah, 2019, p. 88). If a company expands by itself, it faces a high initial investment 

and other transaction costs. An intermediary can help an SME overcome these transaction costs 

as intermediaries are already familiar with local knowledge. Therefore, transaction costs are 

more limited. However, intermediaries carry a continuous cost for their services, which can 

increase the transaction cost in the long term (Hamir Basah, 2019, p. 88). The strength of the 

relationship between the exporter and intermediary can influence the cost of the cooperation 

(Bello et al., 2003, pp. 11-12). A well-functioning relationship can increase profits and enable 

the partners to reach goals. While the initial cost of establishing a well-functioning relationship 

can be high, it yields high returns on investment as the channel performance is improved.  

 

Intermediary perspective  

Peng and York (2001, pp. 339-340) agree that intermediaries can lower the transaction cost. 

This can be done through all types of resources. However, especially valuable, inimitable 

resources that are utilized effectively lower the cost. Further, intermediaries in relationships 

with high levels of cooperation generally have lower transaction costs (Chintakananda et al., 

2009, p. 317). 

 

2.3.4 Network as a Relational Driver 

The authors Johanson and Vahlne (2009) can help us understand how a network of business 

partners can act as a relational driver. Firstly, markets are networks of relationships where firms 

are interlinked, making it crucial to gain insidership for any firm (Johanson & Vahlne, 2009, p. 

1411). Insidership refers to having an established position in a relevant network, which is 

crucial for the firm's success. A firm that does not have a well-established position is 

categorized as an outsider, hence suffering from liability of outsidership and foreignness, being 

unable to develop an effective business (Johanson & Vahlne, 2009, p. 1415). To gain 

insidership, businesses can collaborate with other firms that already have the necessary 

connections. When it comes to the relationships between small and medium-sized enterprises 

(SMEs) and intermediaries, having a strong network is crucial. This is because a firm with 

access to a network through intermediaries can assist each party by providing market access 

and information, which in turn facilitates smoother operations in foreign markets. Essentially, 

the larger the network, the more support and commitment there is (Johanson & Vahlne, 2009, 

p. 1415). Networks are of high importance for SMEs (Efrat & Øyna, 2021, pp. 508-509; Pinho, 

2013, pp. 554-558). They are used to efficiently expand, as a good network can help to 
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overcome national differences between local and foreign markets. Furthermore, the knowledge 

required is more accessible through the network partners. It can increase learning speed, and 

the company's overall performance as the willingness to share information within a network is 

higher. In the SME-intermediary relationship, both parties have their own network that can 

benefit each other. Bello et al. (2003, p. 7); (Pinho, 2013, pp. 554-558) indicate that trust and 

performance influence the strength and commitment of the network and partnership. 

Intermediaries and their networks can contribute knowledge to the exporter. This results in 

higher innovation performance (Lin et al., 2016, pp. 4831-4832). The network might be a 

gateway to areas of innovation that have previously not been explored by the intermediary. At 

the same time, the cost of acquiring information is lower. Therefore, the network of 

intermediaries can benefit the exporter’s innovation performance. The intermediary network 

can provide various resources (Pinho, 2016, pp. 426-428). The intermediary’s network might 

lead to new relationships for the exporter. This can create new opportunities for the exporter, 

such as new partners or customers.  

 

2.3.5 Performance as a Relational Driver 

The Resource-Based View (RBV) can help us address how performance works in harmony 

with relationships. This is a basis for understanding how performance can drive the 

relationships between SMEs and Intermediaries. Barney (1991, p. 101) contributed to the RBV, 

discussing how unique firm resources contribute to sustained competitive advantages. The 

firm’s resources refer to all assets, capabilities, and organizational processes. Johanson and 

Vahlne (2009, p. 1414) refer to firm capabilities as a result of the experiential learning that 

happens when firms integrate their resources through collaboration. In combining the 

perspectives of the Resource-Based View (RBV) and the Uppsala model, this theoretical 

framework is based on the assumption that capabilities and performance are interconnected. 

According to this standpoint, if the development of firm capabilities leads to the maintenance 

of a competitive advantage, which is, in turn, developed through experiential learning gained 

from relationships, then the level of relationship quality should theoretically correspond 

significantly with performance. In this context, performance is defined as sales, profits, and 

change (Barney, 1991, pp. 101-102; Johanson & Vahlne, 2009, pp. 1414-1415; Shoham, 1996, 

p. 58). Performance can be used by either the SME or the intermediary to evaluate the success 

of the relationship. It can also serve as a driver or determinant of the level of commitment 

between the SME and intermediary and their potential collaboration due to the visually depicted 

change variables and interconnectedness developed in the Uppsala model (Johanson & Vahlne, 
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2009, p. 1424). The performance of an intermediary is important for the SME-intermediary 

relationship (Madsen et al., 2012, pp. 536-540). The competence of the intermediary, i.e, 

influences performance. This includes the level of expertise about products and its local market. 

If used correctly, this can lead to overall higher performance (Madsen et al., 2012, pp. 536-

540). Other indicators of intermediaries’ performance are flexibility and adaptability (Ranjan 

et al., 2020, pp. 412-415). According to Bello et al. (2003, p. 4) resource-inadequacy of the 

exporter can harm the performance of the relationship. This applies to physical, human, and 

financial resources. A lack of these can hamper the relationship with an intermediary in the 

building and maintenance phases. Commitments cannot be held, and therefore, trust is broken. 

Trust is further beneficial for performance (Efrat & Øyna, 2021, pp. 516-517; Johanson & 

Vahlne, 2009, p. 1417).   

 

Intermediary Perspective  

Regarding agility, the intermediary perspective aligns with the SME perspective. According to 

Fung et al. (2007, pp. 172-174) agility and flexibility of intermediaries are important. To 

maintain this agility, intermediaries saw it beneficial to have relatively lean operations. Overall, 

business operations have a strong influence on performance. Such operations include logistical 

services, customer services, and other sales and marketing strategies (Nevins & Money, 2008, 

p. 55).  

 

2.3.6 Dependency as a Relational Driver (added due to findings) 

Resource Dependency Theory (RDT), developed by the authors Pfeffer and Salancik (2003), 

provides a basis for understanding how any organization, intermediaries, or SMEs strategically 

minimize their dependencies and use them to gain access to essential resources. Dependency is 

discussed as a relational catalyst, either amplifying the identified relational driver as a positive 

force or negative, since dependency across organizations affects and externally constrains each 

other (Pfeffer & Salancik, 2003, p. 31). The Resource Dependency Theory fundamentally 

describes that organizations survive to the extent they are effective. Effectiveness is derived 

from managing the demands of interest groups, on which the organization depends for resources 

and support (Pfeffer & Salancik, 2003, p. 38). Organizational existence is always in question. 

Therefore, their survival is viewed as problematic. The key for organizations to survive is their 

ability to acquire and maintain resources. However, no organization is in complete control of 

all components necessary. Therefore they depend on other organizations embedded in network 

relationships (Pfeffer & Salancik, 2003, p. 38). However, organizations seek to minimize their 
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own dependencies but also aim to increase external organizations’ dependencies on them. This 

means that the higher the control is, the more access to important resources and better access to 

information and knowledge (Pfeffer & Salancik, 2003, p. 81).  

 

2.3 Conceptual Model 

 

 

Figure 1: The relational drivers associated with the SME-Intermediary relationship quality, 

from the perspective of the intermediary that determines the success of the relationship. 

 

Figure 1 provides a view of the theoretical framework. Each relational driver affects the 

relationship quality between the SME and the intermediary, and the arrows between them 

emphasize the interconnectedness of the drivers. 

 

Relationship Quality: 

The relationship quality indicates and represents the overall health or effectiveness of the 

relationship between the SME and intermediary (Morgan & Hunt, 1994, pp. 21-23). The 

bidirectional lines between relationship quality and relational drivers display that high quality 

indicates successful management of relational drivers. Consequently, low quality indicates 

failed management of relational drivers, which affects the internationalization strategy of the 

firm  (Solberg, 2006, p. 21). 
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Trust: 

Trust is defined as the most fundamental relational driver since it represents the confidence 

each party has in the integrity of the other. High levels of trust represent better cooperation, 

reduced conflicts, and determine commitment, affecting the relationship quality (Erdil, 2014, 

pp. 601-604; Johanson & Vahlne, 2009, p. 1417).  

 

Knowledge Exchange: 

Knowledge exchange represents sharing information, expertise and insights between SMEs and 

their intermediaries. For firms to learn from each other, there must be knowledge exchange 

(Grant, 1996, p. 111), affecting the relationship’s quality. 

 

Cost: 

Any firm, including intermediaries, is utility-maximizing or aligning with profit-maximizing 

(Jensen & Meckling, 1976, p. 307). Therefore, if both firms are utility-maximizing, the costs 

may affect the relationship quality. 

 

Network: 

Networks are important to SMEs because they can be used to expand efficiently. A solid 

network helps to overcome national differences, affecting the relationship quality (Efrat & 

Øyna, 2021, pp. 509-509; Pinho, 2013, pp. 554-558). 

 

Performance: 

the SME or the intermediary can use performance (sales, profits, or changes therein) to evaluate 

the relationship's success. It also functions as a driver or determinant of the level of commitment 

between the SME and Intermediary, affecting the relationship quality (Barney, 1991, pp. 101-

102; Johanson & Vahlne, 2009, pp. 1414-1415; Shoham, 1996, p. 58). 

 

Dependency: 

Dependency across organizations affects and externally constrains each other (Pfeffer & 

Salancik, 2003, p. 31), therefore, affecting the relationship quality and the other drivers as 

catalyst. 

 

  



18 

 

 

 

3. Research Methodology  

This chapter will explain the methodological choices made in the study. 

 

3.1  Research Approach 

Most studies discussing the relationship between SMEs and intermediaries identify 

intermediaries as a significant channel for SME expansion. It is crucial to maintain the 

relationship between the two parties to successfully expand internationally. This allowed us to 

pursue this paper’s purpose, which seeks to understand the success factors from the 

intermediary’s perspective. We believe that intermediaries' perspective can provide new 

insights into conducting successful business operations abroad since there is often a trade-off 

dilemma in the SME-intermediary relationship (Solberg, 2006, p. 157). The theoretical 

framework in this research is based on SME-intermediary relationship literature and the 

previously researched general success factors such as; efficient knowledge transfer, levels of 

trust, and leveraging individual networks to support the relationship, derived from theories such 

as Commitment-trust Theory, Resource-Based Value Theory, and Uppsala Model of 

Internationalization. Based on the theoretical framework, theoretical themes that represent 

success factors in the SME intermediary relationship were identified. They were used as a basis 

for the interview questions, by highlighting different factors that could affect the level of 

success within the SME-intermediary relationship and basing it on previous studies. These 

themes were then explored in semi-structured interviews. The findings were then analyzed with 

a cross-case analysis. The findings were compared with the theoretical framework, which 

showed differences in how trust is affected by control measurements. Hence, control was added 

to the discussion of trust in the theoretical framework. Performance and cost as a relational 

driver showed fewer results in the interviews than expected. They were reduced in the 

theoretical framework. An additional factor affecting the SME-intermediary relationship was 

dependency as identified. The theoretical discussion of dependency was introduced in the 

theoretical framework. The theoretical framework was adjusted accordingly and further 

compared to cross-case analysis findings. This study adopts an abductive approach. It combines 

inductive and deductive methods to explore and test theoretical frameworks (Saunders et al., 

2019, p. 179). The abductive approach starts by developing a theoretical framework to explain 

observations or data. These theories are then tested through further observation of primary data, 

with iterations and conclusions drawn based on the results. This approach is especially valuable 

for uncovering new perspectives, as it generates new conceptual possibilities that are gradually 
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explored as empirical data is collected (Dubois & Gadde, 2002, p. 267; Saunders et al., 2019, 

p. 209). Due to the nature of this study investigating different intermediary perspectives, the 

abductive research approach is ideal because the findings and theoretical framework shape and 

develop each other (Dubois & Gadde, 2002, p. 262). An abductive research approach 

contributed to a better analysis of findings due to the continuously updated theoretical 

framework. This study used a qualitative research method to gather data for analysis. The aim 

was to enhance understanding of successful SME-intermediary relationships from the 

intermediary perspective. It was important to grasp meanings and opinions, so a qualitative 

research method was considered ideal. This approach helps address how and why these 

relationships succeed and also allows us to build trust with the participants, which was crucial 

for gaining in-depth insights (Saunders et al., 2019, p. 179).  

 

3.2  Research Design 

This study is a multiple-case study. Traditional case study research has not usually included the 

idea of having formal designs, as might be found when doing surveys or experimental research. 

Yin (2018, p. 84) differentiates between 4 types of case studies: a combination of a single or 

multiple case study and if it is holistic or embedded. This study is holistic because it uses only 

a single mode of analysis. It is further a multiple case study as multiple cases (intermediaries) 

are interviewed in replicated interviews (Yin, 2018, pp. 90-91). This makes it according to Yin 

(2018, p. 84) a holistic multiple-case study. Since multiple cases contribute to the research, the 

evidence extracted from them is more meaningful as it has some level of triangulation (Bryman, 

2011, p. 397; Saunders et al., 2019, p. 218; Yin, 2018, pp. 90-92). This means that findings 

from multiple intermediaries that agree with each other lead to more robust findings than a 

single case study (Yin, 2018, pp. 90-92). This multiple case study is interview-based and 

explorative. Its aim is to discover the dynamics between SMEs and their intermediaries and 

gain insights into how these dynamics affect their relationship. By doing so, we hope to clarify 

our understanding of the various factors that influence the relationship between SMEs and 

intermediaries. According to Saunders et al. (2019, p. 187), exploratory research design has the 

advantage of flexibility and adaptability to change, which aligns with this abductive thesis's 

procedural development. Furthermore, exploratory research allows for changing directions 

during the study because of new data and emerging insights. According to Olawale et al. (2023, 

p. 1386), exploratory research design can be defined as research conducted to investigate an 

undefined problem. It is carried out to gain a better understanding of the current problem. This 
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research design has been useful for this study since the area of research had to commence with 

a broad focus, but exploratory research narrowed down the scope of focus as the research 

progressed (Saunders et al., 2019, p. 187). It also proved useful when conducting the interviews 

since, according to the authors Saunders et al. (2019, p. 187) , exploratory research fits well 

when conducting in-depth individual interviews because interviews are likely to be relatively 

unstructured and rely on the quality of the contributions of those who participate. According to 

Bryman (2011, p. 35) a more exploratory research stance is preferable if a topic on which 

virtually no research has been done in the past, where there is little to no prior literature. This 

resonated with this study, particularly because of the limited previous research on 

intermediaries’ perspectives on the relationship between SMEs and their intermediaries.  

 

3.3 Research Process 

The following section displays the establishment and development of the theoretical framework 

as a complementary tool for the findings.  

 

3.3.1 Development of the Theoretical Framework 

The book “Relationship Between Exporters and their Foreign Sales and Marketing 

Intermediaries” by Solberg (2006, pp. 1-5) was used to gain a fundamental understanding of 

intermediary-exporter relationships. This book highlights components of these relationships 

and applies existing theories, such as transaction cost theory. However, there are two significant 

gaps. Firstly, the literature is focused on the relationships between MNEs and intermediaries, 

not distinguishing the differences between SMEs and MNEs. Secondly, there was a lack of the 

intermediary's perspective. To address these gaps, a literature review by Virtanen et al. (2023, 

p. 5) was used. This confirmed that the relationship between SMEs and intermediaries, 

especially from the intermediaries' perspective, is underexplored. This literature review by 

Virtanen et al. (2023, p. 7) identified 13 articles that have been previously written about 

intermediary relationships. Nine were accessible and relevant to this research (Bello et al., 2003, 

p. 1; Bello & Williamson, 1985, p. 65; Efrat & Øyna, 2021, p. 508; Fung et al., 2007, p. 159; 

Hamir Basah, 2019, p. 87; Karunaratna & Johnson, 1997, p. 12; Madsen et al., 2012, p. 535; 

Nevins & Money, 2008, p. 46; Peng & York, 2001, p. 327; Virtanen et al., 2023, p. 7). However, 

only four of the articles directly included intermediaries as direct participants (Bello & 

Williamson, 1985, p. 72; Fung et al., 2007, p. 170; Nevins & Money, 2008, p. 51; Peng & York, 

2001, p. 334). To ensure the theoretical framework was comprehensive, the authors conducted 
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their own literature review, identifying ten additional, peer-reviewed articles on intermediary 

relationships (Carlos M.R. Pinho, 2013, p. 553; Chintakananda et al., 2009, pp. 302–303; Chung 

et al., 2012, p. 40; Erdil, 2014, p. 600; Houghton & Winklhofer, 2004, p. 369; H. Lin et al., 

2016, p. 4831; Nguyen & Abwao, 2023, p.  2474; Pinho, 2016, p. 425; Ranjan et al., 2020, p. ; 

Velez et al., 2015, p. 812). Of these, only three directly included intermediaries in their data 

collection (Chintakananda et al., 2009, p. 307; Nguyen & Abwao, 2023, p. 34). In total, 19 

articles about intermediary relationships were identified, with only seven sourcing data from 

intermediaries. Furthermore, only three articles (Chintakananda et al., 2009, p. 324; Nguyen & 

Abwao, 2023, p. 34) specifically explored the SME-intermediary relationship from the 

intermediaries’ perspectives. Other studies Peng and York (2001, p. 307) did not differentiate 

the size of the companies involved or focused on the SME perspective. Given the limited 

literature on the SME-intermediary relationship from the intermediary's perspective, the 

theoretical framework incorporates general literature on intermediary relations such as 

discussed by Efrat and Øyna (2021, p. 508). This strengthens the theoretical framework and 

allows exploring the differences between existing topic-related literature/theories and the 

underexplored area of intermediary-SME relationships from intermediaries' perspective. To 

find relevant articles, the university library’s search function and Google Scholar were used. 

Search terms included: Intermediaries, SMEs, Intermediary relationships, Intermediary SME, 

Intermediary perspective, transaction cost, network, resource-based view, value theory, 

knowledge transfer, trust, and internationalization. To maintain reliability and quality, only 

peer-reviewed sources were included in the theoretical framework (Bryman, 2011, p. 32; 

Saunders et al., 2019, p. 96). Throughout the research process, the theoretical framework was 

continuously refined based on emerging findings, aligning with the abductive approach, which 

iterates between theory and data (Saunders et al., 2019, p. 153). Due to the findings, control 

was added as a component of trust, and dependency was added as an additional relational driver. 

Furthermore, the findings showed little results on cost and performance. Therefore, theory 

about cost and performance was reduced. 

 

3.4 Case Selection 

The following section describes and explains the selection of the companies and respondents. 

In this study, sampling logic was not applied because of the nature of multiple case studies  

(Yin, 2018, p. 93). It involves selecting cases based on their ability to provide rich, detailed 
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insights rather than their representativeness of a larger population. The focus was on the depth 

and quality of information rather than the quantity and generalizability of cases. 

 

3.4.1 Selection of Lederzentrum 

Lederzentrum is a German leather care producer with intermediaries in various countries. It was 

selected due to its relevant business model as an SME, a large number of intermediaries, and 

accessibility. This study focuses on the relationship between SMEs and their international 

intermediaries, such as in the case of Lederzentrum and its intermediaries. The selection was 

facilitated through personal relations with one of the authors, who had direct contact with the 

former managing directors of Lederzentrum. This relationship provided unique access to 

valuable data and insights that would otherwise be challenging to obtain. The strong personal 

relationship, however, needs special bias considerations that are discussed in the quality 

assessment part of the method. 

 

3.4.2 Selection of Intermediaries 

The selection of intermediaries does resemble snowball sampling, a non-probability sampling 

technique suitable for qualitative studies (Bryman, 2011, pp. 192-193; Saunders et al., 2019, 

pp. 323-324). The two former CEOs of Lederzentrum were initially contacted out of 

convenience. Through these two contacts, eight intermediaries were identified. Following 

discussions with the thesis supervisor, a minimum of five intermediaries was set to ensure that 

all important perspectives and arguments are represented, and a common denominator can be 

identified, as it is common in a multiple case study (Hilmersson, 2024, personal 

communication; Saunders et al., 2019, p. 317; Yin, 2018, pp. 90-92). This study interviewed 

eight intermediaries. The intermediaries needed to have former or current collaboration with 

Lederzentrum. A minimum of 5 years of collaboration with Lederzentrum was needed to ensure 

that the intermediaries had time to accumulate experience working with Lederzentrum and 

experienced the leadership change during the period 2018-2019 (Rausch, 2024b, Personal 

Communication). Most intermediaries have different views and satisfaction levels between the 

different leaderships. The researchers chose intermediaries with various collaboration lengths, 

sizes and from different countries. All intermediaries were operating in different markets, 

mainly inside Europe. Various backgrounds and positions strengthen common findings in 

multiple intermediaries (Bryman, 2011, p. 397; Saunders et al., 2019, p. 218). Further, it allows 

the researchers to better explore the cultural differences and associated difficulties from the 

perspective of various cultures (Gallego-Álvarez & Pucheta-Martínez, 2020, pp. 193-194). 
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Lastly, this study only included important intermediaries, as determined by the former CEO of 

Lederzentrum, and ones who were willing to take part in this research (Rausch, 2024b, personal 

communication).  

 

3.4.3 Selection of Informants 

Due to the small size of intermediaries, the researchers decided it was sufficient only to 

interview the heads of the corresponding intermediary (Bryman, 2011, pp. 192-193). The 

operations are small enough that the heads of the intermediaries are aware of all operations and 

are responsible for the relationship between them and Lederzentrum. Initial contact was 

established through one of the former CEOs of Lederzentrum. This ensured that intermediaries 

would trust and engage with the researchers. The following contact was conducted directly 

between researchers and intermediaries via email. Besides the heads of the intermediaries, the 

two former owners and managing directors of Lederzentrum were interviewed. They were the 

main drivers behind the internationalization of Lederzentrum and managed the relations with 

intermediaries. Interviewing the two former CEOs adds the perspective of Lederzentrum to this 

research and gives more context to the answers of the intermediaries. The interviews were 

conducted via Video Calls over Teams, Google Meets, Facebook Messenger, and WhatsApp.  
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Table 1. Profile of Respondents (Intermediary Representatives) 

 

 

 

Table 2.  Profile of Respondents (SME/Exporting Firm Representatives) 
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3.5 Data Collection 

In the following chapter, the description of how primary data was collected is explained. 

 

3.5.1 Collection of Primary Data 

The goal of this study is to explore the under-researched topic of intermediaries’ views on the 

SME-intermediary relationship (Virtanen et al., 2023, pp. 4-5). Because the existing literature 

on intermediaries and their views is relatively thin, the researchers determined that gathering 

large amounts of new and rich data. Understanding the underlying process of intermediary 

perspectives is important for this study. Semi-structured interviews were chosen as their 

qualitative characteristics to gather this type of data (Saunders et al., 2019, pp. 444-447). 

Transcripts were used because they allowed the researchers to access all the data from the 

interview after it had been conducted (Saunders et al., 2019, pp. 419-420). This mitigated the 

risk of missing important points and resulted in more complete findings and analysis.  

 

3.5.2 Collection of Secondary Data 

Secondary data was collected from the intermediary web pages (Saunders et al., 2019, pp. 338-

343). This included historical data about the companies' history, ordering processes, services, 

and specific values. However, this was mostly used to gain a broader understanding of the 

intermediaries. Due to the small size of the companies and intermediaries, no relevant data was 

publicly available. Overall, secondary data was limited.  

 

3.5.3 Interview Guide 

The interview guide for this study was developed before the interviews, based on the theory 

and relational drivers established in the theoretical framework: Trust, Knowledge Exchange, 

Cost, Network, and Performance (Bryman, 2011, pp. 473-477; Saunders et al., 2019, pp. 457-

462). These relational drivers were used as themes for the questions. For each relational driver, 

two to five questions were developed. The questions were designed to be as open as possible, 

giving the interviewee space and incentive for long, elaborate answers. It also allowed the 

interviewee to establish their understanding, experience, and views of the topic. The openness 

allowed to ask follow-up questions and to explore a topic mentioned by the interviewee further 

(Saunders et al., 2019, p. 457). Another theoretical theme was Business Partner Selection 

process which was added to the start of the interview guide. This section of the interview 

consisted of questions that allowed to get to know the intermediary and gain trust. Further, the 

questions were broadly formulated to enable the intermediaries to mention other factors 
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unrelated to the previously established themes (Saunders et al., 2019, p. 458). This study created 

two slightly different interview guides. The perspectives of the intermediaries and 

Lederzentrum were included in the study, so the questions were slightly adapted to the 

individual perspective while covering the same topic. Both interview guides can be found in 

Appendix A & B. The questions were further translated into German for the interviews 

conducted in German. Before the interview guide was finalized, it was sent to one of the 

interviewees to identify and resolve any problems with the questions. After the interview guide 

was finalized, it was sent out to all interviewees so they could familiarize themselves and 

prepare for the interview (Saunders et al., 2019, pp. 452-453).  

 

3.5.4 Interview Process 

The interview process in this study consisted of giving the respondents an overall description 

of the research, which included a short introduction, purpose and aim, and how their data will 

be processed (Saunders et al., 2019, p. 456)  The respondents were offered to stay anonymous 

if needed. However, this was declined. By offering the option for the respondents to stay 

anonymous, we expected to increase the trust between us and the respondents (Saunders et al., 

2019, p. 456). One interview was conducted on-site in Sweden since one intermediary had its 

headquarters located in Mölndal, Gothenburg. The remaining interviews were conducted 

digitally, due to the geographical dispersion of the intermediaries. The tools used were digital 

communication applications (see Table 1). Due to the lack of resources and time, traveling to 

each of the respondents’ countries and conducting the interviews physically were difficult, 

primarily due to the high number of countries that would have to be visited. This could affect 

the quality of the interviews and, ultimately, the findings (Saunders et al., 2019, p. 472). 

However, digitally conducted interviews were the most practical option for the study due to the 

long distances, prohibitive costs, and time involved in making the travel. The digital interviews 

made it faster to collect data at a lower cost (Saunders et al., 2019, p. 474). Saunders et al. 

(2019, p. 472) argue that digital interviews are more disadvantageous because of the generally 

lower participation time, which was not the case in this study, making it unique in the sense 

that each digital interview lasted between 50-90 minutes. Audio recording permission was 

requested for each interview, which was accepted and conducted for all interviews. It allowed 

to concentrate on questioning, listening, and asking relevant follow-up questions (Saunders et 

al., 2019, p. 463). The interview guide was mostly followed. However, exceptions existed 

where the order was not followed, or some questions were ignored due to answers already being 

conveyed (Saunders et al., 2019, p. 438). When important or interesting information was 
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conveyed during the interview, instead of moving further on, we took the initiative to lead the 

discussion in a specific direction that would result in exploring more information that could be 

useful for our findings. Some participants wished that specific parts of the conversation were 

not taken into the thesis. These wishes were respected, and those parts are not included in the 

thesis. 

 

3.6 Analysis of Data 

When all the interviews were conducted, they were transcribed. The transcriptions were 

compiled and presented in the findings chapter. Important points from the interviews were 

identified. The points were categorized into themes based on the theoretical framework: trust, 

knowledge exchange cost, network, and performance. Furthermore, new themes emerged from 

the interviews. These were dependency and relational outcomes, which were not part of the 

initial theoretical framework. The data from the different intermediaries within each individual 

theme was then compared to find common patterns and differences (Saunders et al., 2019, pp. 

690-691; Yin, 2018, p. 196).  The cross-case analysis helped recognize several patterns between 

individual cases, where different explanations and views were expressed, however, with similar 

meanings. These patterns were then analyzed and explained in the context of each case, 

including the answers from Lederzentrum. After that, they are compared to the theoretical 

framework to identify linkages, differences and to understand the success factors in the 

relationship between Lederzentrum and its intermediaries (Efrat & Øyna, 2021, p. 517; 

Saunders et al., 2019, p. 657). 

 

3.7 Qualitative Assessment  

Correctly conducting qualitative assessments for qualitative studies is contested (Saunders et 

al., 2019, pp. 214-219). Methods that assess the quality of quantitative methods cannot evaluate 

the quality of a qualitative study. Saunders et al. (2019, pp. 216-219) propose an alternative 

way of assessing the quality for qualitative research, which is modifying the traditional ways 

of quality assessment reliability and internal/external validity to suit a qualitative study. The 

quality of this qualitative research was assessed using criteria specifically suited to qualitative 

methods: dependability, credibility, and transferability as well as triangulation (Bryman, 2011, 

p. 397; Saunders et al., 2019, p. 218).  
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3.7.1 Dependability  

Dependability describes keeping a record of the processes of this paper so that others will be 

able to understand and evaluate it (Saunders et al., 2019, pp. 216-217; Stenfors et al., 2020, p. 

598). Dependability in this study is ensured by maintaining an extensive record of the research 

process, including notes, communications with interviewees, interview recordings, and 

transcripts. These records allow other researchers to understand and evaluate the methods used 

in this thesis or even replicate it. Specifically, in our study on the relationship between 

Lederzentrum and its intermediaries, keeping detailed records helps to ensure that the findings 

and interpretations are based on consistent and transparent processes. For example, the 

consistency in categorizing themes like trust and knowledge exchange across different cases 

contributes to the dependability of our results. 

 

3.7.2 Credibility  

Credibility requires that the research is plausible and trustworthy (Saunders et al., 2019, pp. 

216-217; Stenfors et al., 2020, p. 598). We ensured credibility by aligning all parts of the 

research, from data collection to analysis, to avoid biases and ensure an accurate representation 

of the participants’ perspectives. In this study, credibility was achieved by involving two 

researchers who discussed and reviewed the findings to mitigate personal biases. Furthermore, 

selecting interview candidates in consultation with the thesis supervisor ensured that the 

participants were relevant and knowledgeable, enhancing the credibility of the data collected. 

Ensuring that participants had significant experience with Lederzentrum added depth and 

reliability to their insights on relational drivers. 

 

3.7.3 Transferability 

Transferability requires that it can be evaluated if the paper is transferrable to another research 

(Saunders et al., 2019, pp. 216-217; Stenfors et al., 2020, p. 598). We aimed to achieve this by 

providing a detailed description of the research processes, context, design, interpretations, and 

case studies. In our study, this involved thoroughly explaining the selection of Lederzentrum 

and its intermediaries, the interview process, and the analysis framework. This comprehensive 

documentation allows others to judge whether the findings can be applied to different contexts, 

such as other SME-intermediary relationships in different industries or countries. By detailing, 

for example, the themes of trust and network as relational drivers, other researchers can evaluate 

the applicability of these findings to their studies. 
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3.7.4 Triangulation 

Triangulation is a means of further validating the research and the previous quality assessments 

(Bryman, 2011, p. 397; Saunders et al., 2019, p. 218). It means using multiple sources and 

perspectives to support the arguments made. Independent sources arguing for the same 

argument validate each other’s position. Triangulation in this study was used to validate the 

research findings by cross-verifying data from multiple sources and perspectives. Given the 

lack of extensive literature on intermediaries’ perspectives, triangulation was achieved by 

comparing insights from different intermediaries and Lederzentrum itself. This approach 

ensured that our findings were robust and reliable. For instance, the consistent patterns observed 

in the interviews regarding trust and dependency were cross-checked with existing theoretical 

frameworks, enhancing the validity of our conclusions (Yin, 2018, p. 91). 

 

3.8 Ethical Considerations 

There are a variety of ethical principles that researchers need to consider (Bryman, 2011, pp. 

139-141; Saunders et al., 2019, pp. 257-259). Firstly, the researchers must adhere to fairness, 

integrity, and open-mindedness. The researchers aim to adhere to these principles and work on 

this study openly, truthfully, and accurately. Further, the research needs to be respectful and 

avoid harming others. This requires keeping confidential information the participants do not 

wish to publish. It also includes respecting the participants' right to privacy and anonymity. The 

respondents were also informed what parts of the data would be accessible to the public. They 

were briefed about the researcher’s intention of open-mindedness and fairness. This was to 

avoid any biases of the respondents and allow them to answer freely.  

 

Participants were allowed to stay anonymous or retract and change their statements if 

they wished so, including after the interview. The transcripts and recordings will only be used 

for this thesis. This has been communicated to the participant. These measures allow the 

respondent to stay private and avoid any harm caused by their participation, and the data is 

treated with confidentiality (Bryman, 2011, pp. 139-141; Saunders et al., 2019, pp. 257-259). 

As mentioned, the participants received a briefing before the interviews to meet the informed 

consent requirement and confirm their voluntary participation (Bryman, 2011, p. 128; Saunders 

et al., 2019, pp. 257-259). Some interviewees are in a legal dispute with Lederzentrum. 

Therefore, some information was reduced or redacted to avoid interfering in legal proceedings. 
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Further, the study complies with the GDPR rules, the Gothenburg University website explains 

(Personal data in student projects, n.d.). 

 

3.9 Special Bias Considerations 

2 Characteristics of this study might increase the Bias of the research. Firstly, one of the 

researchers (Rausch) shares a personal relationship with one of the former Managing directors 

of Lederzentrum (Rausch). Further, some of the intermediaries were/ are/ expect legal disputes 

with Lederzentrum. 

 

3.9.1 Personal Relationship  

In conducting this study, the researchers acknowledge the potential for interviewer bias due to 

the personal relationship one author has with Lederzentrum’s former management. This 

familiarity may influence the interpretation of data or interactions with participants. 

Conversely, the second researcher maintained an outsider perspective, which helped balance 

the analysis and provided an objective viewpoint (Saunders et al., 2019, p. 214). The researchers 

actively discussed their roles and potential biases to mitigate their impact on the study’s 

findings. An area that was identified as the most likely for biases was the level of positivity 

towards measures taken by the former managing director Rausch before the change of 

leadership at Lederzentrum. The impact of this in the analysis should, however, be rather low. 

The study focuses on what measures are positive and not on their level of positivity. Further 

most negative impacts that intermediaries mentioned were after the leadership change. To the 

new managing directors, the researchers have no personal connection. Therefore, it seems 

unlikely that there was substantial bias in negative responses. The interviewees were further 

briefed before each interview about the importance of neutrality and the need to disregard 

personal relationships to decrease any biases. Lastly, all findings needed to be triangulated with 

a majority of intermediaries in order to be seen as significant arguments by the researchers 

(Saunders et al., 2019, p. 218). Multiple intermediaries need to support an argument, which, 

therefore, should reflect a more general consensus. However, the potential for bias was taken 

into consideration when analyzing the data. 
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3.9.2 Legal Disputes  

Given the ongoing legal dispute involving Lederzentrum, respondents were assured of their 

anonymity if they wanted to encourage unbiased responses. However, we recognize that this 

legal context may still introduce bias, as respondents might tailor their answers to protect their 

interests or avoid legal repercussions. The arguments made by intermediaries were analyzed 

within their context, such as legal disputes. It is required in a cross-case analysis to consider 

each case’s context. Therefore, the bias resulting from a legal dispute is automatically 

considered. Further, due to triangulation, intermediaries that have or had legal disputes still 

need to align with other cases that did not experience legal disputes in order to create significant 

findings. As previously mentioned in the method, some answers were excluded because they 

might interfere with legal disputes. However, this was rare and did not impact the general 

consensus used in the analysis but rather unique arguments that were not considered by other 

intermediaries. Therefore this study would not have been able to triangulate and use these 

arguments.  
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4. Findings 

In the following chapter, the findings of the respondents from the SME Lederzentrum and its 

international intermediaries are presented. First, some context to each intermediary is given, 

and then the findings are organized by themes with separation between the cases to provide a 

strong base for the following cross-case analysis. At the end of each theme is a summary of all 

cases.  

 

4.1 Overview and Background of Cases 

 

4.1.1 Lederzentrum GmbH (Germany) 

Lederzentrum is a Leather Care Product producer from Rosdorf, Germany. It was founded in 

1995 in New Zealand and moved to Germany in 1996, which started the collaboration between 

the former owners and managing director Jörg Rausch and Anthony Bogacki (Rausch, 2024b, 

personal communication; Who is LEDERZENTRUM?). Lederzentrum was focused on 

developing new products for leather care and repair. Today, the company provides a complete 

range of products for most issues with a large variety of leather care products such as cleaning, 

caring, coloring, and repair with related services and knowledge. Specific data for the company 

is only available for this research until 2018. Lederzentrum had 36 employees with a turnover 

of 5,1 million €. The products are sold under the brand Colourlock. Lederzentrum sells its 

products to private and commercial customers. The largest commercial customers are in the 

automotive industry, including brands such as VW or Mercedes. It also sells leather repair 

products to the furniture and clothing industry to customers like IKEA. Lederzentrum’s most 

important market was Germany. However, in 2018, 43% of sales were exports. The company 

has an established international presence in 83 countries and territories, most of which are 

intermediaries (Rausch, 2024b, personal communication; Who is LEDERZENTRUM?). Its 

main markets in 2018 were Poland, England/USA (same intermediary), Sweden, Switzerland, 

Norway and Hungary. Lederzentrum's relationship with its intermediaries is characterized by a 

high degree of trust and autonomy, with a focus on mutual respect and effective communication. 

In 2019, Anthony Bogacki and Jörg Rausch sold and left the company. Lederzentrum 

underwent a leadership and ownership change. It also underwent a significant shift in strategy, 

which resulted in many intermediaries who were previously satisfied with the cooperation 

becoming dissatisfied with Lederzentrum (Rausch, 2024b, personal communication). This 



33 

 

 

 

development allows for researching the same intermediaries in effective and ineffective 

relationships. 

 

4.1.2 Lederzentrum Polska (Poland) 

After meeting the owners of Lederzentrum in 1996, Jarosław Bejm, managing director of 

Lederzentrum Polska, began working with the organization. Personal friendship and trust 

served as the cornerstones of the partnership. In 2007, Bejm returned to Poland to set up 

Lederzentrum Polska as the official middleman. The collaboration placed a strong emphasis on 

close contact and financial and technical support, which included a loan and free replacements 

for any damaged goods. Lederzentrum Polska provided feedback and market insights, which 

are especially valuable due to Poland’s significant furniture production sector. The intermediary 

managed its network through workshops and an internet presence and got assistance from 

Lederzentrum in establishing contacts within the car industry. Despite challenges, such as lower 

purchasing power in Poland, Bejm circumvented these by producing products locally, which 

reduced costs and made them more affordable. After Lederzentrum’s leadership change in 

2019, Bejm noticed a decline in the quality of communication and support, leading to mistrust. 

Delayed deliveries and lower product quality further strained the relationship. Because of that, 

Lederzentrum Polska started producing its own products, becoming a competitor to 

Lederzentrum. 

 

4.1.3 Westhill Trading Ltd (UK & USA) 

In 2014, Ram Iyer, the managing director and founder of Westhill Trading Ltd., joined 

Lederzentrum as an intermediary. Initially, he was looking to distribute goods in India. But Iyer 

entered the UK market after receiving training in Germany and because Lederzentrum wasn't 

happy with the UK intermediate that was there. Cultural differences made it difficult to start 

the company. However, the trust that was developed with the former managing director of 

Lederzentrum helped overcome difficulties. Strong interpersonal ties and reciprocal trust were 

the foundation of the cooperation, as demonstrated when Lederzentrum sent an important 

customer back to Westhill Trading despite wanting to receive goods directly from Germany. 

However, following a change in leadership in 2018, trust declined as agreements were changed 

at random. When Lederzentrum ended the contract in 2021, this resulted in legal disputes and 

court cases. Despite facing challenges such as differing prices across markets and a lack of 

product adaptation, the partnership initially contributed to a profitable network. However, 
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increasing dissatisfaction and the need to reduce dependency on Lederzentrum forced Westhill 

Trading to explore other business opportunities. 

 

4.1.4 BCX Caring Supplies (Netherlands) 

BCX Caring Supplies, led by Tieman Bosma, has been an intermediary for Lederzentrum since 

2003. The company, established over 25 years ago, aimed to find unique products that solve 

unique problems. Bosma preferred collaborating with smaller companies, such as 

Lederzentrum, due to their focus on personal relationships and reliability. Trust was built 

through consistent, honest communication and timely payments. BCX Caring Supplies 

maintained daily contact with Lederzentrum, discussing day-to-day operations, customer 

feedback, and industry trends. This communication was crucial for overcoming challenges and 

enhancing business operations. Lederzentrum’s pricing strategy, which included a two-step 

price level, facilitated engagement and reliability. The partnership did not rely on formal 

contracts for exclusivity but on mutual trust. However, the rise of online sales platforms posed 

a significant threat to BCX Caring Supplies, as customers often used the intermediary for 

information but then purchased products online. Bosma expressed concerns that Lederzentrum 

might start selling directly online, potentially ending the business collaboration. 

 

4.1.5 Lederzentrum Magyarország Kft (Hungary) 

In order to start working with Lederzentrum, Ildikó Molnar, managing director of Lederzentrum 

Magyarország, translated product labels and instructions from German to Hungarian. The 

official intermediary, Lederzentrum Magyarország Kft, was founded as the cooperation grew 

deeper. Molnar had a difficult time breaking into the Hungarian market in which customers 

were mainly uninformed and skeptical about leather repair and dying services. By educating 

clients and creating a network of partner workshops that only utilized Lederzentrum products, 

she was able to overcome these challenges. At first, Molnar and Lederzentrum had a solid 

working partnership that was marked by thorough technical support and trustworthy, open 

communication. Molnar highlights the value of interpersonal relationships and trust, both of 

which were essential to growing the company. The intermediary was provided with technical 

support and business guidance, which fostered a mutually beneficial relationship. After the 

ownership change at Lederzentrum in 2019, communication and support from the company 

declined, impacting the intermediary's operations. Molnar noted that responses to inquiries took 

longer, and the quality of support decreased, which hindered problem-solving and reduced the 
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effectiveness of their collaboration. Despite these challenges, Molnar continued to build and 

rely on her local network to support her business. 

 

4.1.6 Vispec SRL (Romania) 

Mihai Mihaila started collaborating with Lederzentrum in November 2011 after undergoing 

training in Germany. Lederzentrum’s extensive product knowledge and extensive product range 

gave him confidence in the partnership. The partnership was built on a foundation of trust and 

personal connections, particularly with the former Managing Director, Jörg Rausch. VISPEC 

SRL established itself as Lederzentrum’s intermediary in Romania, focusing on expanding the 

local customer network, handling daily operations, setting prices, and providing technical and 

customer support. The relationship was initially characterized by transparent communication 

and strong technical support from Lederzentrum. Mihaila emphasized that maintaining trust 

and reputation was crucial for building a sustainable business. However, after Lederzentrum’s 

leadership change in 2019, the quality of communication and technical support declined, 

affecting the partnership. Despite these challenges, VISPEC SRL aimed to become a market 

leader in the leather care and restoration sector in Romania. Mihaila highlighted the importance 

of continuous efforts to maintain the relationship through regular communication and joint 

problem-solving initiatives. 

 

4.1.7 Lederzentrum s.r.o (Slovakia) 

Juraj Šottník, running a one-person company, became Lederzentrum’s intermediary in Slovakia 

in 2007 after seeking a business with a unique market position. He chose Lederzentrum due to 

its fair pricing, extensive knowledge, and strong personal relationships, which he described as 

familial. The relationship was marked by free and open communication, high autonomy, and 

trust, which were essential for motivation and business growth. Šottník was initially given a 

30% discount, which increased to 35% as he expanded his customer base. This helped him offer 

competitive prices and maintain market exclusivity. He built his network through internet 

presence and educational meetings, although he desired more support from Lederzentrum for 

networking opportunities, particularly in the car industry. After the leadership change in 2019, 

communication and support deteriorated, and the quality of products declined, affecting 

Šottník’s confidence and competitiveness. He faced challenges from other intermediaries 

selling within Slovakia and began looking for alternative partners to reduce his dependency on 

Lederzentrum. 
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4.1.8 Deri Klinik (Türkiye) 

Peter Büker, with a background in the leather industry, established Deri Klinik in 2011 to 

distribute Lederzentrum products in Türkiye. The partnership began on a foundation of trust, 

with Lederzentrum providing favorable credit terms to help Deri Klinik establish itself in a 

challenging economic environment marked by high inflation and currency depreciation. The 

relationship initially thrived due to strong personal connections and trust, but after 

Lederzentrum’s ownership change in 2019, Deri Klinik faced increased pressure to boost sales 

despite the deteriorating economic conditions. Communication and technical support from 

Lederzentrum declined, leading to Deri Klinik exiting the partnership and developing its own 

products. This shift required overcoming significant regulatory and logistical challenges in 

Türkiye. 

 

4.1.9 Ernst P. AB (Sweden) 

Torbjörn Olsson took over Ernst P. AB in 2004, which had previously collaborated with 

Lederzentrum through a Norwegian subsidiary. Despite an initial desire for an exclusivity 

contract with Lederzentrum, Olsson continued the collaboration based on trust when the 

exclusivity was refused. The relationship was marked by regular personal contact, mutual 

knowledge transfer, and stable pricing, contributing to a strong partnership. Ernst P. AB grew 

its network primarily in the furniture industry, benefiting from Lederzentrum’s high-quality 

products and technical support. However, after Lederzentrum’s leadership change, Olsson 

faced challenges, including a legal dispute over the use of the Colourlock brand, which led 

Ernst P. AB to develop its own competing products. This shift was communicated with other 

intermediaries, indicating broader dissatisfaction with Lederzentrum’s new management. 

 

4.2 Presentation of Key Findings 

 

4.2.1 Trust 

 

Germany, Lederzentrum (Jörg Rausch & Anthony Bogacki): 

Lederzentrum’s approach to building trust with intermediaries was deeply rooted in personal 

relationships rather than formal contracts.  

 

“We didn’t make contracts. And it worked very well.” (Bogacki, 2024 p. 5) 
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Trust, reliability, sympathy, and friendship were the main drivers of these relationships. 

Initially, the company accepted any intermediary but later selected partners based on factors 

such as potential for friendship, trustworthiness, rationality, reliability, friendliness, behavior 

towards others, and capability. This foundation of trust was supported by reliability and 

stability. For example, Lederzentrum strictly adhered to the intermediaries’ exclusivity for their 

market, even when multinational customers contacted Lederzentrum. This greatly increased 

trust in the relationship. Trust was also reinforced through daily communication and support, 

especially in technical matters. Intermediaries received significant freedom to conduct their 

business and adapt the business model to local culture and customs. Trust was rarely broken. 

However, if trust, reliability, or sympathy were broken, Lederzentrum ended the agreements 

and relationships. Complete and on-time payments were crucial for Lederzentrum, with less 

favorable payment terms applied if an intermediary failed to pay. There were no compromises 

for cultural differences regarding payment behavior. 

 

Poland, Lederzentrum Polska (Jaroslaw Bejm): 

Trust between Lederzentrum Polska and Lederzentrum started with a development of a 

relationship between individuals across time outside the scope of Lederzentrums business 

operations. Trust grew when establishing the business relationship, even resulting in personal 

friendships between individuals across both companies. Main foundation of trust stemmed from 

a long-term relationship, Jaroslaw Bejm (the Interviewee) has been associated with 

Lederzentrum since 1996, higlighting a long-term and evolving relationship which was built on 

mutual trust and the understanding of the business needs on both sides. The interviewee 

mentioned the importance of stability and reliability in a business partnership, particularly when 

personal investments and private financial commitments are at stake.  

 

“When you are new in business, like we were back then, you need stability. You need a 

partner you can plan with for one, two, three years.” (Bejm, 2024, p. 3) 

 

Communication and clear definition of responsibilities within the relationship helped build and 

maintain trust. According to Lederzentrum Polska continuous and transparent communication 

was crucial in building and maintaining trust, allowing for quick resolution of issues and 

fostering a collaborative environment. However, the partnership between Lederzentrum Polska 

and Lederzentrum faced significant issues with the new management team that arrived in 2019. 

Which resulted in instability and eventual termination of the partnership. 
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United Kingdom, Westhill Trading ltd. (Ram Iyer): 

Trust was highlighted by Westhill Trading as a crucial factor in building and maintaining 

successful business partnerships. Ram Iyer (the Interviewee) mentions that trust was built over 

time and was crucial for the success of the collaboration between Westhill Trading and 

Lederzentrum. According to Weshill Trading, trust is built through consistent, reliable actions 

over time. 

 

“Trust takes time to build in any relationship. Situations happen, things happen. And 

that's when trust is built, by how the other person reacts"  (Iyer, 2024, p. 4). 

 

The interviewee mentioned that trust is strengthened through experiences where each party 

honors agreements and emphasizes resolving issues promptly. The interviewee specifically 

mentions one trust-building instance which included Lederzentrum directing a large customer 

back to Westhill Trading. However, many factors can break trust, through actions such as 

changing agreements. The interviewee mentions specific incidents such as receiving a 

termination letter without prior discussion were cited as moments that significantly damaged 

the trust. It occurred when Lederzentrum terminated the US distribution agreement 

unexpectedly. Eventually, leading to legal proceedings. The initial trust was built on mutual 

openness, and the potential for future business. The interviewee described an early interaction 

where he felt that the people at Lederzentrum seemed to be reliable, which was crucial for 

moving forward. According to the interviewee, maintaining trust in a business partnership, 

requires consistent actions and reliability. For instance, ensuring that orders are correctly 

fulfilled, and resolving of issues helped maintain a positive and trustful relation if done 

consistently across time. Trust is not only about the initial establishment but also about ongoing 

actions and behavior that reinforce reliability and mutual respect. 

 

Netherlands, BCX Caring Supplies (Tiemen Bosma):  

Tiemen Bosma (the interviewee) emphasizes that trust is built on being honest and transparent 

about prices with your business partners, and consistently paying the correct amount in time. 

 

“I pay my bills fairly straight. That's the fast start to get in a good relationship. So, pay 

your bills and pay them correctly on time” (Bosma, 2024, p. 4). 
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The interviewee mentions that trust between BCX Caring supplies and its business partners is 

maintained through mutual agreements rather than formal contracts. Especially since in the 

process it adds a reliable reputation. Transparent communication is also a key aspect of 

maintaining trust. Further, the interviewee mentions that receiving more information than 

requested enhances trust since it shows a willingness to help and share important information. 

 

Hungary, Lederzentrum Magyarország (Ildikó Molnar): 

Ildikó Molnar, the owner and interviewee of Lederzentrum’s Hungarian intermediary 

Lederzentrum Magyarország Kft, expressed trust as a fundamental part of the relationship with 

Lederzentrum. Trust is built on the knowledge that Lederzentrum can provide to the 

Lederzentrum Magyarorszag as well as honest and consistent communication.  

 

“I always got honest answers, and it always matched with how the business was going.” 

(Molnar, 2024, p. 4) 

 

Lederzentrum Magyarország Kft depends on operational support and technical assistance from 

Lederzentrum. Lederzentrum provided Lederzentrum Magyarország Kft with this kind of 

support which established and maintained a sense of partnership. According to the Interviewee 

Lederzentrum’s mostly consistent forwarding of Hungarian clients to Lederzentrum 

Magyarország Kft reinforced trust substantially. After the Leadership change at Lederzentrum 

the interviewee expressed a decrease in trust into the relationship. Lederzentrum’s product 

quality decreased and responses to Lederzentrum Magyarország Kft’s communication attempt 

were often delayed or absent. 

 

 Further the interviewee stated that communication became dishonest from Lederzentrum’s 

side. Lederzentrum became an unreliable partner for the intermediary which decreased the trust 

in the relationship. 

 

Romania, Vispec SRL (Mihai Mihaila): 

Mihai Mihaila (the interviewee) mentions that trust is foundational in the relationship between 

Vispec SRL and Lederzentrum. The trust is built on the personal connections across the 

companies, and continuous transparent communication. The interviewee’s initial meeting with 

one of the founders of Lederzentrum, played a crucial role in his decision to partner with the 

company. To establish relationships and in the process build trust was prioritized for Vispec 
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SRL, since according to interviewee there must be a sustainable business. The interviewee 

emphasized maintaining strong relationships over immediate financial gain, this approach 

ensured long-term sustainability and trustworthiness in their dealings. 

 

“We are focused on to build a strong relationship, because we are humans. It's not all 

about money” (Mihaila, 2024, p. 3) 

 

There were difficulties regarding trusting Lederzentrum after the leadership change in 2019. 

The interviewee mentions that the new shareholders lacked the same level of involvement and 

technical support as the founders, which led to a decline in the quality of their partnership. 

 

Slovakia, Lederzentrum s.r.o (Juraj Šottník): 

The interviewee Juraj Šottník, highlights trust as a fundamental component of the relationship 

between Lederzentrum and Lederzentrum s.r.o. The trust was initially cultivated through honest 

and transparent communication between individuals, which even developed to strong personal 

relationships. According to the interviewee Lederzentrums common practice of referring direct 

customers inquires to his company reinforced his trust in Lederzentrum. 

 

“I immediately had the feeling that it was really like family, the whole company 

functions with genuine human relationships.” (Šottník, 2024, p. 1). 

 

However, the trust was impacted by a change in leadership at Lederzentrum, according to the 

interviewee this dramatically led to a decline in trust, attributing this to a perceived sense of 

dishonesty and unreliability from the new management. Additionally, the issue of prices being 

raised than what was previously agreed upon, further strained the trust. 

 

Türkiye, Deri Klinik (Peter Buker): 

The interviewee Peter Buker mentions that trust was fundamental in the initial partnership 

between Deri Klinik and Lederzentrum. This initial trust was built on favorable credit terms 

which helped Deri Klinik to establish itself in a challenging environment.  

 

“They gave us a credit at the beginning that we can start with, the credit hadn’t to be 

payed immediately, the invoices, you could pay a little bit delayed three months or 

whatever” (Buker, 2024, p. 2) 
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According to the interviewee, trust deteriorated after the leadership change in 2019. Since the 

change resulted in Deri Klinik having increased pressure for higher turnover sales despite 

worsening economic conditions in Türkiye. According to the interviewee this was 

communicated, although there was still continuous pressure making the relationship 

challenging at times. 

 

Sweden, Ernst P. AB (Torbjörn Olsson): 

According to the interviewee Torbjörn Olsson, the initial trust between Lederzentrum and the 

intermediary, Ernst P.AB was established despite the lack of an exclusivity contract between 

the companies. According to the interviewee, Ernst P. AB mainly establishes relationships with 

suppliers if their product fits Ernst. P product portfolio. However, trust is important for Ernst 

P. AB since it depicts their quality as a business partner. 

 

“The record shows if they deliver on time if they have a stable price, and things like 

that. So if they lie or not, when do we get delivery? next week? In one month? That’s 

not trust” (Olsson, 2024, p. 4). 

  

The interviewee mentions that the trust between Ernst P. AB and Lederzentrum that took long 

time to build, was compromised when Lederzentrum granted local exclusivity agreement to a 

new Norwegian intermediary. Which caused disagreement between the parties. 

 

The situation deteriorated further after a change in ownership at Lederentrum in 2019, where 

Ernst P.AB was requested to cease using the Colourlock brand name. Eventually leading to 

legal disputes. This resulted in the erosion of the trust and prompted Ernst P. AB to develop 

and promote its own brand. 

 

Summary: Trust 

Trust was universally acknowledged across the cases, as an important factor in the relationships 

between Lederzentrum and its intermediaries. Trust was primarily built through personal 

interactions across companies, transparent communication, and consistent support. Initial 

interactions often set the stage for establishing reliability and integrity. Regular, honest 

communication and support from Lederzentrum helped to maintain and strengthen trust from 

the perspective of the intermediaries. The differences between cases arose mainly after the 
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leadership change at Lederzentrum in 2019. Some intermediaries such as Westhill Trading 

(UK), Lederzentrum Polska (Poland), and Deri Klinik (Turkiye) experienced breakdown in 

trust due to perceived dishonesty and inconsistent support from the new management. This shift 

in some cases led to operational challenges, and even the end of partnerships and, or legal 

disputes. 

 

4.2.2 Knowledge Exchange and Communication 

 

Germany, Lederzentrum (Jörg Rausch, & Anthony Bogacki): 

Communication and support were the essential components of Lederzentrum’s relationship 

with its intermediaries. This included providing support, training, exchange of relevant 

knowledge, and clarifying intentions to achieve alignment. Information exchange covered 

news, complex cases, new prices, shipment delays, and payment issues, which were vital for 

intermediaries to provide high-quality services to their customers as well as improving the 

support that Lederzentrum could give to its intermediaries. 

 

“Intermediaries realized the more information they gave us, the better we could help 

them” (Bogacki, 2024, p. 9). 

 

Communication with intermediaries took place daily. Feedback from intermediaries was 

welcomed and led to new product developments, helped to improve existing products and 

overall strengthen the brand. Trust enhanced communication by allowing open discussions, 

which were crucial in solving conflicts within Lederzentrum’s network. Miscommunication 

never became a significant issue. Material support was also provided when accidents happened, 

such as free replacement of goods or loans to intermediaries in dire financial situations. 

 

“Showing full support is very important. They have customers with questions, there are 

problems, shipments, delays, whatever, you have to act, you have to be there when they 

need you.” (Rausch, 2024a, p. 9) 

 

Lederzentrum actively helped intermediaries build their networks by introducing them to 

potential customers, especially in the car industry, which was more challenging to access. 

Intermediaries, in turn, communicated valuable industry information and new developments to 

Lederzentrum. Overall Communication led to stronger relationships. 
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Poland, Lederzentrum Polska (Jaroslaw Bejm): 

The interviewee Jaroslaw Bejm, highlights how knowledge exchange between Lederzentrum 

Polska and Lederzentrum, was an important aspect of their relationship. Effective 

communication was highlighted as essential with Lederzentrum since they contributed with 

ongoing advice and support to help resolve problems associated with products. Support also 

included financial assistance such as loans and free replacements for damaged goods, 

demonstrating a deep level of commitment and collaboration. Lederzentrum Polska contributed 

by offering valuable feedback, sharing market trends, and providing inisights on the leather 

industry within Poland.  

 

“So, I could always give people pointers about which materials will be needed. How 

many wheels, for example, are being used today. This is very important information. 

That means Lederzentrum knew, okay, leather is going down, so if we sell fewer leather 

products, we need to focus more on textiles, for example.” (Bejm, 2024, p. 6) 

 

To manage customer relationships effectively, the interviewee mentioned that they utilized 

workshops and maintained a strong internet presence, which resulted in continuous engagement 

and knowledge sharing with their domestic customer base. However, after the leadership 

change at Lederzentrum, the dynamics of knowledge exchange deteriorated. The contacts at 

Lederzentrum, were often unavailable and lacked necessary knowledge according to the 

interviewee. This hindered the knowledge exchange between the companies. 

 

United Kingdom, Westhill Trading Ltd. (Ram Iyer): 

The interviewee Ram Iyer highlights that knowledge exchange between Westhill Trading ltd. 

and Lederzentrum was initially fostered through training sessions held in Germany. Since these 

sessions were instrumental in providing a solid foundation for knowledge exchange. A 

continuous feedback loop from customers played a large role in improving the exchange, The 

feedback facilitated product adjustments and improvements, which in turn ensured that 

products met evolving needs of the market. The interviewee also mentions how the knowledge 

exchange between Lederzentrum and Westhill Trading ltd were helping them pursuing more 

value in certain areas. 
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“I was going after a dry-cleaning customer. I was really spending a lot of time and Jörg 

at Lederzentrum were saying that; Look, I've tried it (….) you're probably going to end 

up spending a lot of time (…) That sort of information and a very honest view saying 

that, look, you want to make money, want the business to be profitable. This is where 

you need to focus” (Iyer, 2024, p. 9). 

 

However, communication issues arrived after leadership change in 2018, where the new 

management was perceived as less supportive and knowledgeable, which negatively impacted 

the effectiveness of knowledge exchange between the companies. This shift hindered the 

previous channels of communication and problem-solving that had been established, especially 

regarding product development. 

 

Netherlands, BCX Caring Supplies (Tiemen Bosma): 

The interviewee Tiemen Bosma, explains that the knowledge exchange between BCX Caring 

Supplies and Lederzentrum was characterized by daily communication. These interactions 

addressed day-to-day operations, customer feedback and updates within the leather industry. 

Higlighting how this results in both parties staying informed and aligned. This consistent 

communication was especially crucial for addressing unique customer problems, although the 

frequency of such issues diminished over time due to accumulated experience and established 

processes. 

 

“But we had fewer and fewer issues because every time we had a problem, we solved it 

together" (Bosma, 2024, p. 13). 

  

Additionally, the strategic use of websites and social media platforms played a role in 

promoting products and engaging with customers. According to the interviewee the digital 

presence enhanced product visibility, but also facilitated a more widespread exchange of 

knowledge between BCX Caring Supplies and its customers due to the large data received. 

 

Hungary, Lederzentrum Magyarország (Ildikó Molnar): 

According to the interviewee, Ildikó Molnar, knowledge exchange was a crucial part of the 

relationship between Lederzentrum and the Hungarian intermediary. Lederzentrum 

Magyarország Kft received support from Lederzentrum including technical assistance and 
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business advice and any other problem-solving discussions. Communcation needed to be 

effective and took place regularly.  

 

“We would get business and management information, many product details, or cases 

involving leather that we hadn’t encountered before. We could always call for advice.” 

(Molnar, 2024, p. 6). 

 

According to the Interviewee, after the Leadership change at Lederzentrum, communication 

between the intermediary and Lederzentrum diminished due to unresponsiveness, lack of 

support and dishonesty from Lederzentrum’s side. It hindered the knowledge exchange and the 

capability to solve problems with Lederzentrum. Communication with other intermediaries and 

within the intermediary’s own network became more important and partially replaced 

Lederzentrum in the problem-solving process.  

 

Romania, Vispec SRL (Mihai Mihaila): 

According to the interviewee Mihai Mihaila, knowledge exchange is an important component 

of the relationship between Vispec SRL and Lederzentrum. Before the new leadership emerged 

in Lederzentrum, there was frequent communication focused on understanding customer needs, 

addressing product issues, and coordinating marketing campaigns. According to the 

interviewee this ensured that both parties were well-informed and could work collaboratively 

to meet market demands. 

 

“We communicated very often. And we discussed information. We shared information 

about customers’ needs, products, issues, and marketing and so on” (Mihaila, 2024, p. 

4). 

 

However, after the leadership change in 2019, according to the interviewee there was a 

noticeable decline in the level of technical support and involvement from Lederzentrum in 

resolving issues. This reduction in support made the previous effective exchange of knowledge 

more challenging. Despite the challenges, Vispec SRL had continuous efforts to maintain 

communication, and these efforts were important in sustaining the quality of their relationship. 
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Slovakia, Lederzentrum s.r.o (Juraj Šottník): 

The interviewee Juraj Šottník, explains that frequent communication between Lederzentrum 

s.r.o and Lederzentrum covered primarily a wide range of matters, from technical to personal, 

which significantly enhanced trust and facilitated effective knowledge exchange. Lederzentrum 

was proactive in providing immediate support for problem-solving, ensuring that issues 

regarding products were addressed promptly. 

 

“For me, the most important help is support with advice, okay, and that I get the 

products as quickly as possible.” (Šottník, 2024, p13). 

 

However, leadership change in Lederzentrum, affected the quality of communication 

negatively. The company experienced high employee turnover, leading to less knowledgeable 

and often non-responsive support. This inefficiency in communication resulted in delays in 

processing feedback on product issues, which negatively impacted the overall service quality 

and the effectiveness of knowledge exchange. 

 

Türkiye, Deri Klinik (Peter Büker): 

According to the interviewee Peter Büker, the initial phase of the relationship between 

Lederzentrum and Deri Klinik, was marked by communication and feedback. Technical support 

was available from Lederzentrum through knowledgeable employees, facilitating effective 

exchange of knowledge and problem-solving skills. 

 

“Communication with Lederzentrum from the beginning was perfect. Because whenever 

you had questions or you had problems, you could call, you get an answer” (Büker, 

2024, p. 7) 

 

However, according to the interviewee, following the leadership change, there was a noticeable 

decline in technical support as key products and staff either changed or left the company. This 

negatively affected the quality of communication and knowledge exchanges, ultimately 

affecting Deri Klinik’s ability to solve certain problems. Additionally, Deri Klinik faced the 

challenge of finding alternative product inputs domestically due to import restrictions. This 

situation led to an increase in administrative tasks and the necessity for additional laboratory 

tests, further complicating operational processes.  
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Sweden, Ernst P. AB (Torbjörn Olsson): 

The interviewee, Torbjörn Olsson, explains how communication between Lederzentrum and 

Ernst P.AB was characterized by frequent exchanges of general and industry specific 

knowledge and information. Annual meetings were important in maintaining personal 

relationships and providing an opportunity for face-to-face interactions and deeper engagement. 

Lederzentrum also contributed to enhancing product knowledge by offering on-site courses for 

Ernst P. AB’s employees. Honest communication was particularly vital for effective planning 

and mitigating issues such as delayed deliveries. This transparency ensured that potential 

problems could be addressed swiftly, sustaining the reliability of their collaborative efforts. 

 

Summary: Knowledge Exchange and Communication 

Knowledge exchange and communication were highlighted as essential for effective 

partnerships. Frequent communication helped to align goals, resolve issues, and foster 

innovation. Intermediaries valued the technical support and information shared by 

Lederzentrum, which contributed to better customer service and product improvements. The 

quality of communication and support varied significantly after post-leadership change. In 

countries like Türkiye and Slovakia, intermediaries reported a decline in the responsiveness and 

expertise of Lederzentrum's staff, which hampered their operations. Conversely, in Sweden and 

the UK, initial effective communication was noted, but it deteriorated over time due to changing 

management strategies 

 

4.2.3 Cost Management 

 

Germany, Lederzentrum (Jörg Rausch & Anthony Bogacki): 

Minimizing costs for Lederzentrum’s products was critical to remain competitive and attractive 

for business. This was achieved by calculating how much customers would save by using their 

products. Although material costs were generally low, minimum order quantities from suppliers 

posed a disadvantage. Prices for intermediaries varied depending on the quantity ordered, the 

degree of the relationship, and the region in which the intermediary operated. 

 

“Of course when you get an agreement that has five pages or whatever especially when 

a lawyer does that. But in the end the main points are you get the security that you can 

sell in your country. You get a price list. On that price list you get a discount. And you 
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both sides do everything to get the business running well for both sides.” (Rausch, 

2024a, p. 13) 

 

Intermediary discounts and special benefits were calculated based on factors such as 

Lederzentrum’s profitability, local economic conditions, and the size of the intermediaries, with 

fairness as a goal. While Lederzentrum could mostly dictate the discounts due to its position as 

the only supplier to most of its intermediaries, the exclusive market positions of intermediaries 

balanced this power dynamic. Cost-saving measures were executed internally, having little 

impact on intermediaries. However, this policy changed after the leadership change, leading to 

increased prices for intermediaries. 

 

Poland, Lederzentrum Polska (Jaroslaw Bejm): 

The interviewee Jaroslaw Bejm highlights that cost management involved negotiating with 

Lederzentrum. In Poland, there is lower purchasing power in the country compared to Germany. 

Due to this and the large size of the polish market Lederzentrum Polska was allowed to produce 

directly in Poland, which helped reduce costs. This led to the products becoming more 

affordable for the Polish market and enhanced the competitiveness of Lederzentrum Polska. 

 

“Jörg (former managing director) understood one thing. The Euro has a different value 

in Poland compared to Germany. And you must keep that in mind if you want to sell 

something” (Bejm, 2024, p. 7) 

 

However, according to the interviewee, Lederzentrum Polska received special treatment, which 

sometimes led to perceptions of unfairness among other intermediaries. Despite this, the 

intermediary discount provided by Lederzentrum was consistently applied, and price 

negotiations were generally considered fair. After the leadership change at Lederzentrum in 

2019, there was a noticeable shift in focus towards profits. According to the interviewee this 

resulted in higher costs and lower margins for Lederzentrum Polska because the company faced 

new challenges for cost management and profitability. 

  

United Kingdom, Westhill Trading ltd (Ram Iyer): 

The interviewee Ram Iyer explains that cost management issues were highlighted by the 

interactions between Lederzentrum and Westhill Trading. Westhill Trading requested 5% 

discount on prices to offset the costs associated with establishing operations in North America, 
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this was included in a contract signed in 2020. However, Lederzentrum did not apply the agreed 

discount, leading to conflicts and deteriorating relations between Westhill Trading and 

Lederzentrum.   

 

“We signed a new contract with Lederzentrum, specifically for distributing products in 

the UK and North America on an exclusive basis. And as part of the contract, we were 

supposed to get certain discounts that were applied to the business. Two months after 

signing the contract, we were getting invoices, and the discounts were not applied." 

(Iyer, 2024, p. 6) 

 

Especially, since additional costs emerged due to differences in pricing factors such as 

transport, storage, currency exchange, and local taxes between the UK and US markets. These 

factors added more complexity and increased the overall operational costs for Westhill Trading. 

Moreover, Westhill Trading had to invest in increased marketing efforts. This was necessary 

due to Lederzentrum’s lack of commitment to adapt product branding and packaging 

specifically for the English-speaking market, which required Westhill Trading to compensate 

additional promotional activities to meet market expectations. According to the interviewee 

these factors were affecting the overall relationship between the companies. 

 

Netherlands, BCX Caring Supplies (Tiemen Bosma): 

According to the interviewee Tiemen Bosma, the product pricing set by Lederzentrum played 

an important role in the relationship between BCX Caring Supplies and Lederzentrum. 

Lederzentrum implemented a two-step pricing strategy, offering discounts for intermediaries 

who sold to wholesalers or provided products at market price with unique discounts. According 

to the interviewee this pricing strategy was fair and easy to work with as an intermediary. 

 

“From the start, the fairly good thing from Lederzentrum was that they built in a two-

step price level, which means you get some space (...) It gives the possibility to sell our 

products to a wholesaler, that's a furniture discounter who wants to have 25% or 30% 

discount” (Bosma, 2024, p. 8) 

 

The pricing approach encouraged engagement and reliability between the parties. Since 

according to the interviewee, the pricing strategy helped ensure mutual success and 

sustainability in their business relationships. 



50 

 

 

 

 

Hungary, Lederzentrum Magyarország Kft (Ildikó Molnar): 

Accodring to the interviewee Ildikó Molnar, pricing posed a challenge to Lederzentrum 

Magyarország Kft. The VAT rate in Hungary is 27% and at the same time the purchasing power 

is lower compared to the German market. This made Lederzentrum’s products less affordable 

for the Hungarian customers. Therefore according to the intervieweee, Lederzentrum 

Magyarország faced difficulties establishing appropriate target groups for the products.  

 

“The prices are designed so that you can earn with them, which is more difficult because 

it is a high-quality product. In Hungarian terms, it is an expensive product that not 

everyone can afford, so you always have to find the right target group.”  (Molnar, 2024, 

p. 10) 

 

Due to the characteristics of the Hungarian market, the interviewee expressed that 

Lederzentrum Magyarország Kft would have benefited from a higher intermediary discount 

than the 30% given. However, Lederzentrum was not transparent with the process of calculating 

this discount with the Hungarian intermediary. The interviewee expressed the desire for more 

transparency in the calculation of intermediary discounts. 

 

Romania, Vispec SRL (Mihai Mihaila): 

According to the interviewee Mihai Mihaila, costs was an important aspect of the relationship 

between Vispec SRL and Lederzentrum. Initially, the costs associated with logistics and market 

establishment were competitive for Vispec SRL, however after increases, it posed challenges 

to their operations. After discussions between Lederzentrum and Vispec SRL. The pricing 

strategy was adjusted. These adjustments helped make the products more competitive and 

accessible within the Romanian market. These ongoing expenses were necessary to ensure a 

strong market presence in Romania according to the interviewee. Furthermore, according to the 

interviewee, a balance between cost management and profitability was emphasized, ensuring 

that both Lederzentrum and Vispec SRL could achieve their financial objectives while 

sustaining a healthy and productive partnership. 

 

Slovakia, Lederzentrum s.r.o (Juraj Šottník): 

According to the interviewee Juraj Šottník, cost management was effectively handled through 

a structured discount between Lederzentrum and the Slovakian intermediary. According to the 
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interviewee Lederzentrum s.r.o received 30% discounts, which later was increased to 35% as 

the customer base expanded. The increase in discount allowed Lederzentrum s.r.o to offer prices 

comparable to those in Germany, preventing internal competition within Slovakia and 

maintaining market stability.  

 

“The important thing for me was when, for example, large companies speculated that 

ordering directly from Germany would be cheaper, he (former managing director of 

Lederzentrum) made it clear that the prices were the same, and they should contact our 

partner in Slovakia.” (Šottník, 2024, p. 10) 

 

The costs associated with purchasing products from Lederzentrum, was according to the 

interviewee important in regard to the quality of the business partnership. However, following 

the change in leadership at Lederzentrum in 2019, unexpected price increases were introduced 

according to the interviewee. These sudden changes created financial challenges for 

Lederzentrum s.r.o, disrupting the previously well-managed structure, eventually straining the 

relationship further. 

 

Türkiye, Deri Klinik (Peter Büker): 

The interviewee Peter Buker explains how Deri Klinik cost management was heavily influenced 

by the country of Türkiye’s economic conditions. According to the interviewee, high inflation, 

reaching 85% and the devaluation of the Turkish Lira significantly impacted import costs, 

which were paid in Euros. These economic factors posed substantial challenges for Deri Klinik 

and made them dependable on Lederzentrum’s commitment to helping overcoming certain 

challenges associated with differences in national currencies. 

 

“Everything is paid here in Turkish Lira. And all the goods are paid for in the Euro. So, 

when you have an inflation rate like this. Everything gets so expensive” (Büker, 2024, 

p. 3) 

 

Initially, Lederzentrum provided favorable credit terms to Deri Klinik, which according to the 

interviewee were instrumental in helping Deri Klink manage these challenges effectively. These 

terms eased the financial burden and supported stable operations despite a challenging 

economic environment. However, according to the interviewee, after the leadership change in 

Lederzentrum 2019, there was increased pressure on Deri Klinik to achieve higher turnover 
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sales. This added financial strain, making it more difficult to maintain cost-effective operations 

and further complicating the cost management strategy. 

 

Sweden, Ernst P. AB (Torbjörn Olsson): 

The interviewee Torbjörn Olsson highlights how costs are a fundamental pillar in the 

relationship between Lederzentrum and Ernst P. AB. A primary focus for Ernst P. AB was 

maintaining low consumer prices, a priority that Lederzentrum understood and supported. 

 

“When it comes to products like this. We have the same price on our website like 

furniture store has. So, we don't like to compete with our customers. That's a bad 

strategy" (Olsson, 2024, p. 17) 

 

The pricing strategy remained stable, with rare and minimal increases. This approach fostered 

a sense of trust between the partners, ensuring mutual trust and cooperation. According to the 

interviewee Ernst P. AB implemented cost-saving measures themselves, such as outsourcing 

parts of production regarding product labels to a women’s prison in Sweden. This initiative 

helped reduce re-packaging costs while maintaining product quality and adherence to 

compliance standards in Sweden. When Lederzentrum increased costs, they were passed on to 

consumers, ensuring that Ernst P. AB could manage its financial obligations without 

compromising the stability of the partnership with Lederzentrum. 

 

Summary: Cost Management 

Cost management was a crucial aspect of maintaining competitiveness and profitability. 

Intermediaries generally appreciated fair pricing and discounts based on volume and 

relationship strength. Cost-saving measures were often implemented without compromising 

quality, fostering trust and long-term collaboration. National economic conditions influenced 

cost strategies. For instance, Lederzentrum Polska benefited from local production to manage 

costs, reflecting Poland's lower purchasing power. However, post leadership change, increased 

focus on profitability led to higher costs and lower margins for intermediaries, as seen in Poland 

and Türkiye, which strained relationships. 
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4.2.4 Network Utilization 

 

Germany, Lederzentrum (Jörg Rausch & Anthony Bogacki):  

Lederzentrum’s intermediaries and their extended business networks were important for 

improving Lederzentrum’s products. Products were tested indirectly worldwide through 

intermediaries’ networks, including customers, suppliers, and colleagues, contributing to the 

product-development process. Lederzentrum viewed its network as a family and considered it 

an important asset. The company actively helped intermediaries build their networks by 

introducing them to potential customers, especially in the more challenging car industry. 

 

“Well, companies like Jarek’s (polish intermediary) that we will work well with profited 

a lot from our help. Because we would be contacted by large companies who would 

have an either, you know they would have a production site or sales structure in different 

countries (...) and I would usually go to large factories for that and take him (polish 

intermediary) with me” (Bogacki, 2024, p. 15)  

 

Intermediaries were strongly dependent on Lederzentrum, as most had no other business. They 

received broad support, including product development, testing, and problem-solving, to work 

effectively within their network. Lederzentrum also received support from its network and 

intermediaries when solving problems they had not previously encountered. 

 

Poland, Lederzentrum Polska (Jaroslaw Bejm): 

Lederzentrum played an important role in helping its Polish intermediary establish contacts 

within the car industry and provided significant support in building a network within the 

furniture industry. This network was essential for the intermediary’s overall business success, 

as it included many furniture producers who contributed substantially to their operations but 

were hard to reach for the intermediary alone. However, following the change in leadership at 

Lederzentrum, the support for network building and maintenance diminished. This reduction in 

support caused operational challenges for the intermediary. 

 

United Kingdom, Westhill Trading ltd (Ram Iyer): 

Westhill Trading’s business network significantly contributed of the collaboration with 

Lederzentrum. The network provided valuable feedback from customers, enabling the 

intermediary and Lederzentrum to adjust and improve its products to better meet market needs. 
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As a result of this cooperation, the network grew rapidly, leading to a profitable partnership 

between Westhill Trading and Lederzentrum. The robust network facilitated increased market 

penetration and enhanced business opportunities. 

 

“I think it was made easy because we were coming in and trying to promote a company 

that had been in existence for 20 years in Germany, and had done phenomenally well 

in in those 20 years” (Iyer, 2024, p. 13) 

 

However, challenges arose in scaling customized orders for repair products while maintaining 

competitive prices and high-quality standards. These challenges required careful management 

to ensure the continued success and growth of the partnership. 

 

Netherlands, BCX Caring Supplies (Tieman Bosma): 

Tieman Bosma, the interviewee for BCX Caring Supplies, emphasized the importance of 

building relationships with other small companies instead of focusing on large corporations. 

This allows for more personalized interactions and closer collaborations. Furthermore, 

participation in industry exhibitions played an important role in establishing and maintaining 

these relationships. At these events, the interviewee could strengthen existing partnerships and 

meet potential new customers, thereby expanding their business network and creating new 

opportunities for growth. 

 

“One reason is that a lot of Dutch customers come over to the exhibition, we can have 

contact with the Dutch customers and build relationships"  (Bosma, 2024, p. 19) 

 

Hungary, Lederzentrum Magyarország (Ildikó Molnar): 

The Interviewee, Ildikó Molnar, created education lectures in Hungary. Potential partners for 

the intermediary were able to learn how to repair leather with Lederzentrum products. As part 

of the education the potential partners had to use Lederzentrum Magyarország Kft’s products 

exclusively afterwards.  

 

“We trained other people and our own partners. In Hungary, we built that up, and then 

we said, okay, we don’t charge much, but let’s say 400 euros for a two-day training. But 

in the future, you have to buy all the products for your work from us.” (Molnar, 2024, 

p. 11) 
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This created an extensive network of partner workshops for the Hungarian intermediary. 

Lederzentrum Magyarország Kft also engaged further with other intermediaries of 

Lederzentrum in different markets. This further helped to resolve issues such as infringement 

on each other's markets. Lederzentrum itself did not substantially contribute to extending the 

network of Lederzentrum Magyarország Kft. In the car industry based in Hungary,  

Lederzentrum delivered directly. Due to initial resource constraints the Hungarian intermediary 

was not able to support such a large customer. However, the car industry was later never 

transferred to the Hungarian intermediary. In this case Lederzentrum posed a hindrance to 

expand Lederzentrum Magyarország Kft’s to large customers. After the change in Leadership 

at Lederzentrum and the decline of the relationship, Lederzentrum Magyarország Kft’s network 

became an important safety net and partially replaced Lederzentrum 

 

Romania, Vispec SRL (Mihai Mihaila): 

Vispec SRL focused on finding, maintaining, and expanding its local customer network as its 

main objectives. Establishing a strong network of customers and maintaining a good reputation 

were prioritized over exploring new opportunities, ensuring stability and reliability in their 

business operations. To conform with local culture and comply with regulatory requirements, 

Vispec SRL customized its products and involved Lederzentrum. This involved tailored 

marketing and branding strategies, which were essential for effectively engaging the local 

market and strengthening their network of satisfied customers. 

 

“For our local market it was better if Lederzentrum were involved in making product 

labels and packages, boxes of the products in Romanian language” (Mihaila, 2024, p. 13) 

 

Slovakia, Lederzentrum s.r.o (Juraj Sottník): 

The intermediary grew its networks through an internet presence and educational meetings. 

These efforts helped in expanding the reach and engagement with potential customers and 

partners. However, there was a desire for more support from Lederzentrum, particularly in 

facilitating introductions and meetings with potential network partners in the car industry. This 

support was seen as crucial for further expanding their business network in less accessible 

industries like the car industry. 
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“For example, (i wish) that they push our products more in the automotive industry so 

that they would be used to us and we sold more.”  (Šottník, 2024, p. 6) 

 

 Network challenges primarily stemmed from competition from the Czech intermediary. This 

competition complicated the network dynamics and impacted the intermediary’s operations. 

 Overall, the network in Slovakia contributed little beyond purchasing products and providing 

occasional feedback. 

 

Türkiye, Deri Klinik (Peter Büker): 

Deri Klinik developed a business network consisting of various business partners, customers, 

and suppliers. This network was important for navigating the complex bureaucratic and 

regulatory environment in Türkiye. The strength of this network was particularly evident in 

navigating and managing customs and tariffs, highlighting the importance of personal 

connections in facilitating smoother business operations. These personal connections played a 

vital role in overcoming regulatory hurdles and ensuring an efficient business. 

 

“They have all kinds of connections and they know exactly what's going on in the market.” 

(Büker, 2024, p. 13) 

 

Sweden, Ernst P. AB (Torbjörn Olsson): 

According to the interviewee Torbjörn Olsson, Ernst P. AB’s network primarily focused on the 

furniture industry, which complemented Lederzentrum’s focus on the car industry and private 

customers. Both parties could benefit from each other's network. 

 

“We were already in the furniture industry. We had the contacts with the furniture. So 

it was very natural for us to expand the business into also the maintenance repair 

products from them.” (Olsson, 2024, p. 1) 

 

Despite the mutual benefits, Lederzentrum did not provide assistance in growing Ernst P. AB’s 

network. Instead, Ernst P. AB expanded its network through various initiatives such as sales 

visits, participation in trade fairs and the Internet. This self-developed network became a 

valuable source of knowledge for Ernst P. AB, aiding in problem-solving and enhancing their 

business operations. The diverse connections within the network provided insights and 

solutions that contributed to the overall success and adaptability of the company. 
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Summary: Network Utilization 

Intermediaries’ networks were vital for product development and market penetration. 

Lederzentrum actively supported intermediaries in building their networks by facilitating 

introductions to potential clients, particularly in challenging industries like the automotive 

sector. This mutual support enhanced the overall business success. Post-leadership change, the 

support for network building diminished significantly. In Poland and Türkiye, this led to 

operational difficulties. Conversely, some intermediaries, like the one in Hungary, managed to 

leverage their networks effectively, to mitigate the reduced direct support from Lederzentrum. 

 

5.3.5 Performance Evaluation 

 

Germany, Lederzentrum (Jörg Rausch & Anthony Bogacki): 

Lederzentrum measured intermediaries’ performance through turnover development and profit 

margins. Motivating intermediaries was seen as the most efficient way to increase performance. 

Performance evaluation included assessing sales, reliability, and trustworthiness of 

intermediaries.  

 

“Well, turnover development and keeping an eye on the profit margin, that is the main 

point” (Rausch, 2024a, p. 20) 

 

Lederzentrum assumed that intermediaries, in turn, measured Lederzentrum’s performance by 

the quality of its products, services, and reputation. 

 

Poland, Lederzentrum Polska (Jaroslaw Bejm): 

According to the interviewee Jaroslaw Bejm, Lederzentrum Polska evaluated Lederzentrum’s 

performance by considering its reputation and the quality of its products. The interviewee 

believes that Lederzentrum assessed performance through metrics such as order numbers and 

growth. 

 

“Lederzentrum measured my performance very simply. They saw how much goods I 

needed per year” (Bejm, 2024, p. 13) 
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United Kingdom, Westhill Trading ltd (Ram Iyer): 

According to the interviewee Ram Iyer, Westhill Trading measured the performance of the 

relationship with metrics such as business growth. 

 

Netherlands, BCX Caring Supplies (Tiemen Bosma): 

According to the interviewee Tiemen Bosma, high commitment from both Lederzentrum and 

its intermediary was a key factor contributing to positive performance and growth. This mutual 

dedication ensured that both parties worked collaboratively towards shared goals, fostering a 

successful partnership. Tiemen Bosma, representing BCX Caring Supplies, prioritized the 

growth of relationships over performance metrics. He believed that cultivating strong 

relationships leads to business growth. This focus on relationship-building created a foundation 

of trust and cooperation, which in turn supported sustained performance and expansion. 

 

“I don't like targets. I don't like growing in performance, and I like growing in 

relationship. And I'm 100% sure that when you start on a certain level and you have fairly 

good commitment to each other, then you will grow, both of you will grow” (Bosma, 2024, 

p. 15) 

 

Hungary, Lederzentrum Magyarország Kft (Ildikó Molnar): 

According to Ildikó Molnar, Lederzentrum Magyarország Kft measured Lederzentrum’s 

performance by product quality and services. The interviewee believes that Lederzentrum 

measured the Intermediary’s performance by sales volume. After the leadership change at 

Lederzentrum the interviewee expressed that the detonation of quality of Lederzentrum 

products negatively influenced customer perception and the performance of the intermediary.  

 

Romania Vispec SRL (Mihai Mihaila): 

In Romania, according to the interviewee, Mihai Mihaila, the performance goals for the 

relationship between Lederzentrum and its intermediary, Vispec SRL, included becoming a 

market leader in the leather care and restoration sector. The intermediary measured 

Lederzentrum’s performance by the reputation the company and its products have. 
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Slovakia, Lederzentrum s.r.o (Juraj Sottník): 

Juraj Šottník expressed that from the intermediaries perspective the performance of the 

relationship was primarily measured by the quality and reputation of Lederzentrum’s products. 

These factors were indicators of the success and customer trust in the products offered. The 

interviewee believes that Lederzentrum measured performance based on customer satisfaction 

and sales volume.  

 

“For me, it was important that the brand was well-known and that the products were of 

top quality, suitable for very specific uses.” (Šottník, 2024, p. 13) 

 

Türkiye, Deri Klinik (Peter Büker): 

According to the interviewee Peter Büker, the performance of the relationship between 

Lederzentrum and its intermediary, Deri Klinik, was initially characterized by strong support 

from Lederzentrum. A support which provided a solid foundation for operational success and 

growth. However, after the leadership change at Lederzentrum, Deri Klinik faced increased 

pressure to achieve higher turnover. Simultaneously, the reduction in technical support led to 

significant operational challenges. These pressures and challenges made it difficult to maintain 

the previously achieved performance levels. However, according to the interviewee 

Lederzentrum measured Deri Klink’s performance through turnover levels. 

  

Sweden, Ernst P. AB (Torbjörn Olsson): 

The interviewee Torbjörn Olsson mentions that the performance of the relationship between 

Lederzentrum and its intermediary, Ernst P. AB, was measured by several factors. These 

included monetary value, profit margins, product quality, lead times, and the reliability of 

deliveries.Torbjörn Olsson believes that Lederzentrum measured the intermediary's 

performance in the monetary value of products ordered.  

 

Summary: Performance Evaluation 

Performance was typically measured through sales growth, reliability, and product quality. 

Intermediaries and Lederzentrum both used these metrics, although intermediaries also valued 

the relational aspects like trust and support. There was a divergence in how performance was 

prioritized. Intermediaries often emphasized relationship-building, product quality and 

reputation over strict performance metrics, believing that strong relationships naturally led to 

business growth. In contrast, post-leadership change, Lederzentrum's increased focus on 
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monetary metrics sometimes conflicted with intermediaries’ expectations, leading to 

dissatisfaction. 

 

4.2.5 Dependency 

 

Germany, Lederzentrum (Jörg Rausch & Anthony Bogacki):  

According to the interviewees Jörg Rausch and Anthony Bogacki, intermediaries were highly 

dependent on Lederzentrum, as most did not have other businesses and relied on Lederzentrum 

for their operations. This dependency was managed through a broad variety of support services 

provided by Lederzentrum, including product development, testing, and problem-solving 

assistance. Lederzentrum also helped intermediaries by introducing them to potential customers 

and providing material support in times of need. This interdependence created a strong bond, 

with intermediaries depending on Lederzentrum for resources and support, while Lederzentrum 

relied on intermediaries to expand its market reach and gather market intelligence. 

 

Poland, Lederzentrum Polska (Jaroslaw Bejm): 

The interviewee Jaroslaw Bejm highlights that Lederzentrum Polska initially relied on 

Lederzentrum for support, guidance, and financial assistance. This dependency was a 

fundamental aspect of their operations, ensuring that Lederzentrum Polska could effectively 

manage and grow their business. However, after the leadership change at Lederzentrum, the 

reliability of the support and guidance decreased. Furthermore, due to these issues, 

Lederzentrum Polska shifted its focus towards decreasing dependence on Lederzentrum. 

Lederzentrum Polska started producing its own products, ultimately leading to them becoming 

a competitor to Lederzentrum. 

 

“With the old management, yes, we always grew. Every year, year after year, by 25%. 

With the new management, (...) Lederzentrum will not be there in four years (...) If we had 

not been convinced a year ago, to produce ourselves, (...) and invested a lot of money in 

Poland, then we would have nothing today”  (Bejm, 2024, pp. 9-10) 

 

United Kingdom, Westhill Trading ltd (Ram Iyer): 

The interviewee Ram Iyer explains how Westhill Trading was heavily dependent on 

Lederzentrum, with 100% of its turnover generated from selling Lederzentrum products. This 
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high level of dependency made Westhill Trading’s business operations strongly dependent to 

the support and reliability of Lederzentrum. 

 

“He told me to explore the US. We started doing the US and you know, it took off quite 

well, in 2018. But then the problem comes that, okay, now, we are 100% dependent on 

Lederzentrum, because 100% of the turnover we generate is by selling their essential 

product”  (Iyer, 2024, p. 5) 

 

However, when trust and support from Lederzentrum began to diminish, this dependency 

became problematic. The weakening of the relationship led Westhill Trading to explore 

alternative business opportunities to mitigate the risks associated with their reliance on 

Lederzentrum. The dependency fully ended when the contract between the two companies was 

terminated. 

 

Netherlands, BCX Caring Supplies (Tiemen Bosma): 

A level of dependency of BCX Caring Supplies on Lederzentrum was evident through their 

reliance on Lederzentrum’s expertise and products for effectively serving customers. However, 

the intermediary also sold products from other suppliers. The interviewee did not mention 

further factors related to dependency.  

 

Hungary, Lederzentrum Magyarország Kft (Ildikó Molnar): 

According to Ildikó Molnar, Lederzentrum Magyarország Kft was highly dependent on 

Lederzentrum’s technical expertise and its products since it was the only supplier. The 

deterioration of the relationship after the leadership change at Lederzentrum led to a shift of 

reliance from the Lederzentrum and increased reliance on the local network for support and 

problem-solving. 

 

Romania, Vispec SRL (Mihai Mihaila): 

Vispec SRL’s dependency on Lederzentrum was caused by the need for technical support and 

product knowledge. This support was crucial for Vispec SRL to effectively serve its customers 

effectively. However, following the leadership change at Lederzentrum, there was a decrease 

in support and communication. Vispec SRL faced challenges in effectively serving their 

customers when the necessary support was no longer reliably provided. 
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Slovakia, Lederzentrum s.r.o (Juraj Šottník): 

Following the leadership change at Lederzentrumin 2019, Lederzentrum s.r.o faced increasing 

challenges, which influenced the intermediaries' operations but also the personal finances. 

According to the interviewee, Juraj Šottník, Lederzentrum s.r.o was highly dependent on 

Lederzentrum which increased the impact of the measures taken by Lederzentrum. The 

interviewee, therefore highlighted the need to reduce this dependency. To mitigate these risks, 

Lederzentrum s.r.o considered looking for alternative partners or changing the business model. 

This strategic shift is necessary to ensure greater stability and resilience due to the uncertainties. 

 

“I have to react because I live from this; I have to do something, adjust somehow.” 

(Šottník, 2024, p. 9) 

 

Türkiye, Deri Klinik (Peter Buker): 

In Türkiye, according to the interviewee Peter Buker, Deri Klinik had a high dependency on 

Lederzentrum for product supply and technical support. Because of this reliance the relationship 

with Lederzentrum was crucial for their business operations and ability to meet customer needs 

effectively. However, after the leadership change at Lederzentrum, there was a notable decline 

in support and increased pressures, which strained the relationship. In response to these 

challenges, Deri Klinik decreased the dependency by beginning to produce similar products 

domestically. This ensured greater control over their operations and product supply. 

 

“We had to also start this business by ourselves. Luckily, we have all the products, we 

make the laboratory tests (…) We had to produce this product by ourselves” (Büker, 2024, 

p. 6) 

 

Sweden, Ernst P.AB (Torbjörn Olsson): 

In Sweden, Ernst P. AB initially had a dependency on Lederzentrum for products for their 

specific segment, however Lederzentrum’s products were only part of the the intermediary's 

broader product line. Following the ownership change at Lederzentrum and the ensuing legal 

disputes, Ernst P. AB began to reduce this dependency. They began developing their own 

products and brand, aiming to gain more control over their business and reduce reliance on 

Lederzentrum.  
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Summary: Dependency 

Dependency on Lederzentrum for products and technical support was significant among 

intermediaries. This dependency was both beneficial and risky; while it facilitated business 

operations and growth, it also amplified the impact of any negative changes from Lederzentrum. 

Intermediaries with diversified product lines or additional suppliers, like those in Sweden, 

experienced less impact from negative changes at Lederzentrum. Conversely, highly dependent 

intermediaries, such as those in Türkiye and Slovakia, faced greater challenges and had to seek 

alternative strategies to mitigate risks. 

 

4.2.6 Negative Outcomes and Challenges 

 

Germany, Lederzentrum (Jörg Rausch & Anthony Bogacki): 

Despite the overall success of the relationships, there were occasional negative outcomes and 

challenges. If intermediaries broke trust, reliability, or sympathy, Lederzentrum ended the 

agreements and relationships. Cultural differences, while generally managed well, sometimes 

posed challenges, particularly regarding payment behavior or patterns. According to the 

interviewees, the leadership change in 2019 led to increased prices for intermediaries, which 

created some dissatisfaction. Additionally, the dependency on Lederzentrum meant that 

intermediaries faced significant challenges if there were any disruptions in their relationship 

with Lederzentrum. 

 

Poland, Lederzentrum Polska (Jaroslaw Bejm): 

Following the leadership change at Lederzentrum, trust and reliability issues emerged. The 

interviewee, Jarosław Bejm, expressed how they perceived dishonesty and unreliability from 

the new managers. This shift led to several operational challenges, including delays in goods 

delivery and decreased product quality. According to the interviewee, the unreliability from 

Lederzentrum resulted in additional costs and lower profit margins for Lederzentrum Polska. 

These issues forced the intermediary to shift its focus towards becoming independent from 

Lederzentrum. Ultimately, the deteriorated relationship and the continuous challenges led 

Lederzentrum Polska to begin producing its own products. This move not only aimed at 

mitigating dependency but also positioned Lederzentrum Polska as a direct competitor to 

Lederzentrum. 
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“There was unreliability with the delivery of goods. If someone lied, that was very 

important, and that’s why our partnership ended because (the new owners) (..) simply lied 

to us.” (Bejm, 2024, p. 2) 

 

United Kingdom, Westhill Trading ltd (Ram Iyer): 

According to the interviewee Ram Iyer, the relationship between Lederzentrum and Westhill 

Trading deteriorated significantly after the leadership change at Lederzentrum. According to 

Ram Iyer the new management frequently changed agreements without giving logical reasons 

and the quality of Lederzentrum’s support declined. One major issue was the failure to apply 

the agreed discounts used for an expansion to the US by the UK intermediary.  

 

“I requested an extra 5% discount, (…) it's signed by everybody. So it's as crystal clear 

as it can be (…) but as soon as three months, two months of signing the contract, we 

were getting invoices, and the discounts were not applied” (Iyer, 2024, p. 6) 

 

This was followed by the eventual termination of the US distribution agreement. These actions 

led to legal proceedings and the need for compensation, further damaging the relationship. The 

partnership, which had taken years to build, was quickly destroyed due to these issues. Westhill 

Trading is currently establishing their own brand and product line.  

 

Netherlands, BCX Caring Supplies (Tiemen Bosma): 

Tieman Bosma sometimes noticed a slight decrease in Lederzentrum’s ability to provide 

support, however, expresses that there is a risk if communication further declines.  

 

Hungary, Lederzentrum Magyarország Kft : 

After the change in leadership, poor communication and decreased support from Lederzentrum 

led to operational challenges. According to the interviewee, Ildikó Molnar, unreliable or 

dishonest behavior from Lederzentrum had a strong negative impact on trust and the overall 

relationship. Lederzentrum Magyarország Kft distanced itself from Lederzentrum.  

 

“If there is no communication, no feedback, then I don’t call that a partnership”  

(Molnar, 2024, p. 3) 
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Romania, Vispec SRL (Mihai Mihaila): 

In Romania, according to the interviewee Mihai Mihaila, the relationship between Vispec SRL 

and Lederzentrum experienced significant challenges following the leadership change at 

Lederzentrum. The lack of technical support and Lederzentrum’s reduced involvement in 

solving specific issues led to breaches of trust and the overall relationship deteriorated.  

 

“Before 2019 everything was perfect, after the last two shareholders took over the 

company, things started to change. Even if we had good communication, we did not have 

the same technical support and the same involvement in how to solve an issue” (Mihaila, 

2024, p. 5) 

 

Slovakia, Lederzentrum s.r.o (Juraj Šottník): 

The interviewee, Juraj Šottník expressed that unreliable communication and inconsistent 

support from Lederzentrum caused dissatisfaction and reduced the intermediary’s willingness 

to communicate. According to the interviewee, high employee turnover at Lederzentrum 

decreased Lederzentrum’s ability to support the Lederzentrum s.r.o, resulting in longer issue 

resolution times and decreased service quality. These challenges caused personal financial 

stress for the the interviewee and forced him to explore alternative business strategies to 

mitigate the effects of the deteriorating relationship with Lederzentrum. 

 

“I started looking at other companies that offer similar products and services and 

considered switching to another brand.” (Šottník, 2024, p. 5) 

 

Türkiye, Deri Klinik (Peter Büker): 

According to the interviewee Peter Peter Büker, the 2019 leadership change at Lederzentrum 

led to a significant deterioration of the relationship with Deri Klinik. The new management 

pressured for higher sales despite worsening economic conditions in Türkiye. According to 

Peter Büker reduced technical support and service quality from Lederzentrum caused 

operational difficulties for Deri Klinik. These challenges ultimately led to Deri Klinik exiting 

the partnership and shifting to domestic production, effectively decreasing the dependence on 

Lederzentrum. This transition to domestic production brought its own set of challenges, 

including increased paperwork and the need for expensive tests to ensure product quality and 

compliance. These issues collectively highlighted the negative relational outcomes resulting 

from the leadership change at Lederzentrum. 
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“Afterwards, everything changed. Communication, feedback, sometimes you didn't hear 

something. Then afterward, I found out because I was wondering about the answers. I 

said, hey, what's going on here? It's not working properly. So, slowly, slowly, piece by 

piece, the communication gets worse and worse” (Büker, 2024, p. 7) 

 

Sweden, Ernst P. AB (Torbjörn Olsson): 

The interviewee Torbjörn Olsson explains that the relationship between Lederzentrum and 

Ernst P. AB faced initial challenges when exclusivity was granted to another intermediary in 

Norway. According to the interviewee this decision caused disagreements but was somewhat 

mitigated by Lederzentrum’s explanation, which helped to partially preserve trust. However, 

the leadership change at Lederzentrum led to a significant loss of trust, an end to the partnership 

and resulted in legal disputes over the use of the Colourlock name. Ernst P. AB shifted its focus 

to developing its own products and brand. The breach of trust and resulting end of the 

partnership, led the Swedish intermediary to compete with Lederzentrum. 

 

“First thing the new owners said when we met them in Göttingen, was that could you 

please drop the name colourlock.se, we spent 15 years and a lot of money to develop, 

and market the brand. We also had the domain colourlock.se. So, they sued us in court” 

(Olsson, 2024, p. 12) 

 

Summary: Negative Outcomes and Challenges 

Challenges included trust breaches, unreliable communication, and increased operational costs 

post-leadership change. These issues led to strained relationships, operational difficulties, and 

in some cases, the termination of partnerships. The severity and nature of challenges varied. In 

Poland and the UK, intermediaries faced significant trust issues and operational disruptions. In 

Türkiye, economic conditions exacerbated the challenges posed by Lederzentrum’s policy 

changes. Meanwhile, intermediaries like those in Sweden and Slovakia focused on reducing 

dependency and exploring alternative business models to cope with these challenges. The 

impact for the Dutch intermediary was expressed as less severe than other intermediaries. 
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5. Analysis 

In this section, the empirical findings will be analyzed in the light of the theoretical framework 

to answer the research question: “What are the critical success factors in the relationship 

between SMEs and Intermediaries from the perspective of the intermediaries?”. The analysis 

was developed based on theories such as the Commitment-Trust Theory, the Uppsala Model of 

Internationalization, and Transaction Cost Theory to examine and identify the relational success 

factors in the relationship between the SME (exporting firm) and its international intermediaries 

from the perspective of intermediaries. Finally, there’s a critical discussion regarding the 

interdependence of the identified success factors. 

 

5.1 Formation of Trust 

Considering trust, the findings from intermediaries all depicted trust as a fundamental 

component of the relationship between the firm and its inter-firm partnerships, specifically with 

Lederzentrum. According to the intermediaries, trust formation often began with initial 

interactions that set expectations for reliability and integrity. Furthermore, trust formation 

usually started between individuals representing the different firms. For the intermediaries that 

participated in this research, all companies mentioned that trust was built through personal 

connections or relationships developed between individuals across the firms. Findings from 

Lederzentrum confirm these factors. Similarly, the Uppsala Model of Internationalization by 

the authors Johanson and Vahlne (2009, p. 1414) mentions that trust is built through 

commitment to the relationship. The Commitment-Trust Theory developed by Morgan and 

Hunt (1994) states that trust is built and identified when one party has confidence in the other 

partners’ reliability and integrity, and trust is central to successful relationships. Instead of 

conditioning, there should be commitment, meaning that trust establishes cooperative 

mechanisms across organizations (Morgan & Hunt, 1994, pp. 21-23). There could be arguments 

made that trust is not a component of the relationship, but a fundamental basis for establishing 

or enabling cooperation between small organizations and their business partners. This could be 

confirmed in the findings. According to all eight cases, the establishment of trust was crucial in 

initiating and sustaining the intermediary relationship with Lederzentrum. Trust was built 

through personal meetings, transparency in communication and demonstrations of high 

commitment between Lederzentrum and its intermediaries. Small actions made by 

Lederzentrum served and helped establish a foundational level of trust with its intermediaries 

initially, e.g., favorable credit terms handed out to the intermediary Deri Klinik in its process 
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of entering the Turkish market, or Lederzentrum’s customer referrals back to the intermediary 

in the country of operations in the case of Westhill Trading ltd. These actions demonstrated 

consistency, reliability and high commitment. On the other hand, when new leadership entered 

Lederzentrum, this altered cross-organizational practices and communication patterns. It 

resulted in the deterioration in trust in most intermediaries and even erosion of the relationship. 

In the case of Deri Klinik, the intermediary started to import from other German companies. 

The decline in trust resulted in decreased cooperation between Lederzentrum and its 

intermediaries. This was due to Lederzentrum asserting control over its intermediaries through 

contractual agreements. This involved conditioning changes in distributor rights of business in 

the local market and how operations were run, aligning with the Commitment-Trust Theory. 

Conditioning was identified as a factor leading to non-cooperative mechanisms between firms 

(Morgan & Hunt, 1994, p. 23). The current theory about intermediaries and trust across 

organizations doesn't recognize that relationships between individuals across different firms 

play a crucial role in building trust between those organizations. Most of the findings from this 

research show that the personal relationships between key individuals at the intermediary and 

Lederzentrum were the initial basis for building trust across the organizations. High levels of 

trust also enabled better knowledge sharing. This was supported by the findings of ERNST P, 

aligning with the Resource-Based View (Barney, 1991, p. 101). Trust acts as a valuable asset. 

However, this theory may overlook how power dynamics and dependency can strain the trust 

between SMEs and their intermediaries and, therefore, indirectly the firm's assets. The findings 

of this research indicate that trust is not permanent. This aligns with the statements made by 

Erdil (2014, pp. 601-604). However, if trust is not permanent, it implies that trust is dynamic 

and fluctuates over time. The findings indicate that trust is described as a gradual process that 

takes time to build. Trust at a higher level is more fragile, and once broken, it is hard to restore. 

It is not fluctuating, but rather a state of existence or non-existence. Trust is often described as 

a process that depends on consistent actions, reliability, and predictability over time. It 

emphasizes the importance of maintaining strong relationships. For intermediaries and small to 

medium-sized businesses, knowing what to expect from others is crucial. The level of trust 

reflects their reputation and creates a sense of familiarity, similar to that of a service or product 

offering. Conversely, if the intermediaries perceived trust as broken, they tried to increase 

control. For example, Westhill Trading sought contractual agreements, or Deri Klinik found 

other exporting partners, highlighting that when trust was broken, control was needed. There 

were other differences among the cases. For instance, trust between Lederzentrum and Ernst P. 

AB (Sweden) was heavily impacted by the leadership change in 2019. This led to legal disputes 
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and the eventual development of Ernst P. AB’s own brand. In contrast, intermediaries like BCX 

Caring Supplies (Netherlands), maintained a higher level of trust despite experiencing some 

operational challenges due to the previous support received from Lederzentrum before 2019. 

This aligns with the Commitment-Trust Theory’s assertion that trust is fundamental to 

cooperative mechanisms and effective relationships (Morgan & Hunt, 1994, pp. 21-23). 

Intermediaries such as BCX Caring Supplies (Netherlands) did maintain levels of trust even 

after the leadership change due to previous agreements still being respected. While 

intermediaries such as Westhill Trading saw their contracts breached resulting in the erosion of 

trust. There could be several reasons why these differences in trust among the cases exist. 

However, it seems that for most of the intermediaries, the change in leadership in 2019 had a 

negative impact on trust. This is mainly due to breaches of previous agreements made verbally, 

strategic changes in Lederzentrum, the strength of historical relationships, and the support that 

intermediaries experienced under the previous management. Further because intermediaries 

that are still collaborating with Lederzentrum like, BCX Caring Supplies (Netherlands), might 

be more reserved in expressing negative factors that influence the trust of the relationship.  

 

5.2 Knowledge Exchange and Communication 

All intermediaries saw communication and knowledge exchange as an important factor for a 

successful relationship with Lederzentrum. Information such as market insights and dynamics 

were exchanged. Lederzentrum also provided operational support, education, and help when 

intermediaries needed to solve problems. Conversely, intermediaries provided feedback that 

helped Lederzentrum increase efficiency. Exchanging this type of information was seen as 

beneficial by intermediaries and Lederzentrum as it helped them operate efficiently and provide 

high-quality services. Furthermore, most intermediaries indicated characteristics that enhanced 

communication: availability, transparency, and honesty. All these factors were important to 

intermediaries for knowledge exchange to work efficiently. As the knowledge transfer involved 

problem-solving, which can be time-sensitive, intermediaries valued Lederzentrum's 

availability for communication. This allowed them to consult with Lederzentrum and solve 

issues promptly. Transparency was important in creating an understanding of the partners' 

positions and goals, which strengthened their overall alignment. Intermediaries also mentioned 

that a clear distribution of responsibilities improved knowledge exchange, supporting this 

argument. Lastly, honesty was important. This sets expectations for planning. This then 

increased trust in the relationship. After the change in leadership at Lederzentrum, 
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miscommunication increased and had the opposite effects. Intermediaries saw dishonest 

communication as an issue, which decreased the trust in the relationship. This was also caused 

by a lack of knowledge by Lederzentrum representatives. Due to this lack, the support measures 

from Lederzentrum, such as operational support, became less effective. This was emphasized 

by a lack of availability from Lederzentrum’s side. Therefore, lack of knowledge, 

miscommunication, and unavailability are factors to avoid from the intermediaries' perspective.  

Communication, therefore, needs to be knowledgeable, available, and honest. The Knowledge-

based theory supports these findings (Grant, 1996, p. 111). Knowledge transfer and learning 

are critical aspects in ensuring a competitive advantage. Creating, transferring, and integrating 

knowledge is essential for companies’ survival. This is especially important when knowledge 

is transferred between different markets. Communicating and understanding each other's 

environments can create a mutual understanding that increases the efficiency of the relationship 

(Karunaratna & Johnson, 1997, pp. 20-24). The transfer of knowledge that improved the 

intermediaries’ performance was market trends or operational support. Both intermediaries and 

Lederzentrum indicated that it was important to understand each other’s environment to create 

an efficient relationship. It strongly resembles what is suggested in the theory, indicating that 

this also applies to the intermediary perspective. Like in the theory, all this information needed 

to be gathered, transferred, and integrated between Lederzentrum. The intermediaries and the 

interviews with Lederzentrum confirm the importance of the factors of knowledge-based theory 

(Grant, 1996, p. 111). This further supports the theory of interaction orientation (Efrat & Øyna, 

2021, p. 510). Like the knowledge-based theory, it suggests that knowledge transfer and 

learning from knowledge transfer are important. Lederzentrum and intermediaries expressed 

the importance of giving and learning from feedback, indicating the process mentioned in 

interaction orientation. This further implies that interaction orientation also applies from the 

intermediary perspective. Theory suggests that knowledge transfer occurs through formal and 

informal communication channels (Bello et al., 2003, p. 3; Efrat & Øyna, 2021, pp. 516-517). 

The intermediaries in this study did not indicate a clear differentiation between communication 

channels, such as phone calls and e-mail, which were the most common. However, all types of 

communication were exchanged through these channels. The intermediaries emphasized the 

importance of personal relations, which could indicate that informal communication was 

important. Cultural differences are a factor that can hamper communication effectiveness 

(Hamir Basah, 2019, pp. 90-93). In the case of Lederzentrum, the intermediaries did not 

experience this or Lederzentrum, except for two minor exceptions in the case of the Hungarian 

intermediary and communication between Rausch and a Japanese intermediary. There is not 



71 

 

 

 

strong enough evidence to support the theory. However, since most intermediaries were 

European and spoke a common language, the differences might not have been substantial 

enough to create this effect. Furthermore, transparency, which was important for goal alignment 

according to intermediaries, is also resembled in the literature. While not directly mentioning 

transparency. It is indicated by Karunaratna and Johnson (1997, pp. 22-25) that communication 

is a means of aligning goals. Goal alignment is an important coordination mechanism (Bello et 

al., 2003, p. 3; Efrat & Øyna, 2021, pp. 508-509; Karunaratna & Johnson, 1997, pp. 19-24). 

The collaboration will experience less friction if the partners pursue a common goal. The 

findings confirm the theory from the intermediary perspective and add transparency as a 

building block of goal alignment. Theory also addressed that knowledge exchange becomes 

more important when the products are complex (Madsen et al., 2012, pp. 536-540). In his 

interview with Lederzentrum, Rausch indicated that becoming a leather expert takes little time, 

indicating low complexity. However, most intermediaries saw initial training and constant 

learning about the products as essential. This would show that no matter the complexity, 

learning about the products and services is important for intermediaries. This also confirms 

theory by Chung et al. (2012, pp. 40-44) who generally emphasizes training and similar forms 

of knowledge exchange. It is important to serve the consumers' demands effectively. The 

intermediaries confirm this. One factor that is mentioned in previous research, directly on 

intermediaries, is the problem of miscommunication (Nevins & Money, 2008, p. 55). The 

intermediaries in this study support this. Miscommunication is only mentioned as an issue from 

the intermediary perspective. This might indicate that intermediaries are more impacted by 

miscommunication. This makes sense, as Lederzentrum was an essential source of information 

for the intermediaries. While intermediaries were also a source of information for 

Lederzentrum, miscommunication from one intermediary seems less impactful as it is one of 

many intermediaries. The same applies to the factor of availability, which has not appeared in 

the literature research for this paper. Not being available seems far more impactful for 

intermediaries than the exporter for the same reason mentioned above. This might indicate why 

it has not appeared in previous research, as it was mostly conducted from the exporter's 

perspective. However, regarding communication and knowledge exchange practices, there 

were differences among the cases. For instance, intermediaries such as Lederzentrum Polska 

(Poland) highlighted the importance of continuous support and advice which facilitated a strong 

knowledge exchange process. Intermediaries such as Westhill Trading (UK) reported a negative 

change in communication patterns, which even resulted in hampering their US expansion 

efforts. Lederzentrum s.r.o (Slovakia) reported that a high employee turnover at Lederzentrum 
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resulted in less knowledgeable and responsive support, affecting the quality of the knowledge 

exchange between the companies. Among certain explanations to why knowledge exchange 

practices among Lederzentrum and the intermediaries were perceived as different. One could 

be attributed to the blend mix of formal and informal communication channels. Some 

intermediaries, such as BCX Caring supplies highlight how strong personal relationships can 

facilitate smoother knowledge exchange through informal communication channels, such as 

phone calls. Arguing that formal channels alone were not sufficient to maintain the quality of 

communication. This could partly be attributed to the experienced importance of available for 

consultation and problem-solving activities, which was often time-sensitive issues. The use of 

informal communication channels enhancing knowledge exchange can also be related to 

perceived transparency. Additionally, the lack of availability and transparency post-leadership 

change negatively impacted the exchange of knowledge and resulted in intermediaries taking 

initiatives to develop their own product offerings. The new leadership failed to maintain 

previous levels of engagement and support and intermediaries faced difficulties. This was 

exacerbated in regions where market conditions demanded higher levels of support and 

adaptation such as the non-german speaking markets.  

 

5.3  Cost Management in SME-Intermediary Relationship 

Intermediaries expressed that they perceived Lederzentrum’s pricing strategy as mostly fair and 

beneficial for the relationship. Lederzentrum gave most intermediaries a standard discount of 

30% on product orders. Seven out of eight intermediaries saw this strategy as beneficial since 

it allowed them to compete more efficiently. Important to the intermediaries was that 

Lederzentrum understands the local conditions of the market when setting the prices due to 

different currency valuations, market conditions, and fluctuations. Not adjusting prices could 

decrease competitiveness due to lower purchasing power or competition. Lederzentrum 

confirmed that before the leadership change, the local market conditions were considered when 

calculating the intermediary discounts. According to the intermediaries, in most cases, 

Lederzentrum was able to fulfill the expectations of the intermediaries. However, it did not 

always succeed, as example illustrated by the Hungarian intermediary. According to the Agency 

Theory by Jensen and Meckling (1976, p. 308), costs can be used to monitor the intermediaries. 

Lederzentrum confirmed that they had a position where they could dictate prices and had to 

balance between cost-savings and control, aligning with the Agency theory. However, from the 

findings of Lederzentrum, they tried to reduce costs primarily internally so as not to affect the 
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intermediaries. This is in contrast with the Agency theory. It might underappreciate the benefits 

of reducing costs in order to improve trust, which was seen in the case of Lederzentrum and its 

intermediaries. Transaction cost theory discussed by Peng and York (2001, pp. 339-340) 

explains how intermediaries can perform better depending on the communication with the 

exporting firm. This aligns with the findings of Westhill Trading. After Lederzentrum’s 

leadership change, they perceived a negative change in patterns of communication which 

inherently affected their US expansion poorly. However, the assumption made by Peng and 

York (2001) might overestimate communication as the primary driver of performance. It might 

be overlooking the intermediaries’ own strategic capabilities and alignment with the exporting 

firm, as discussed by Pfeffer and Salancik (2003, p. 38). Higher price increases were seen as 

negative by intermediaries, especially when the price raises were not communicated effectively. 

This interfered with the intermediaries' planning and margins. In these situations, they were not 

fully able to pass on the cost to the consumers and, therefore, had to absorb it them themselves.  

Another factor that intermediaries saw as negative was the increased cost for them due to 

Lederzentrum's unreliability. This included delivery delays or insufficient product quality. This 

forced intermediaries to spend time and resources on solving these issues instead of conducting 

normal business, which resulted in dissatisfaction and a loss of trust in the relationship. These 

findings reflect what is mentioned in theory. Most intermediaries saw the intermediary discount 

as a beneficial measure to handling costs in the relationship and, therefore, had positive overall 

effects. In the literature, both general and about intermediaries directly, it is mentioned that an 

effective relationship can lower the cost (Bello et al., 2003, pp. 11-12; Chintakananda et al., 

2009, p. 317). However, in this case, cost measures perceived as positive by intermediaries 

seem to enhance the effectiveness of the relationship. Understanding national differences when 

calculating the cost/intermediary discount is not mentioned in the literature related to cost, 

identified for this paper. Understanding national differences seems to be an important part of 

cost calculations. This is not explicitly mentioned in the literature. However, it follows the 

Uppsala model’s theory about outsidership (Johanson & Vahlne, 2009, pp. 1414-1415). The 

factor that intermediaries saw as negative was unreasonable direct and indirect cost increases. 

Some intermediaries imply that these costs were created by Lederzentrum's increased focus on 

profits and, at the same time, less emphasis on quality. The theory states that if both parties are 

mainly focused on profits, the relationship will face difficulties (Jensen & Meckling, 1976, pp. 

307-308). In the case of Lederzentrum, this focus on profitability seems more one-sided. 

However, it still created a more complicated relationship from the intermediary perspective.  
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Furthermore, the differences among the cases with intermediaries included that some faced 

an increase in challenges due to more unreliable delivery schedules. For example, 

intermediaries such as Ernst P. AB (Sweden), and Lederzentrum s.r.o (Slovakia) reported that 

operational disruptions were caused due to cost-related issues, while intermediaries such as 

BCX Caring Supplies (Netherlands) faced relatively fewer cost-related challenges fact that 

some cost increases were done abruptly, affecting the clients of some of the intermediaries, 

such as Lederzentrum s.r.o, while the Swedish intermediary passed on all product-cost increases 

towards the end-customer. Furthermore, BCX Caring Supplies (Netherlands) was less 

dependent on Lederzentrum because it had other suppliers. This might have lowered the impact 

on the intermediary. Additionally, economic conditions in the intermediaries’ local markets 

played a large role in how cost changes impacted their operations. The intermediary Deri Klinik 

(Türkiye) faced significant challenges in importing products in the euro currency and 

distributing them in the Turkish lira, which experienced a large devaluation and high inflation 

levels. This was in stark contrast to other intermediaries distributing in countries with stronger 

currencies or, in general, larger purchasing power. 

 

5.4  Network as a Tool for Market Access  

Findings from all intermediaries indicated that they used Lederzentrum’s network to expand 

their own, particularly in relation to customers, suppliers, and key persons across various 

partner businesses. Based on the findings, it was concluded that many intermediaries relied on 

Lederzentrum's network and access to key individuals, even within Lederzentrum itself. 

Lederzentrum assisted in expanding their customer base and gaining access to partner firms that 

could provide tailored services, relying on external sources for imports or paperwork services. 

In the case of BCX Caring Supplies, it was mentioned that they actively tried to establish 

personal relationships across firms to gain insidership. Similarly, as expressed by Johanson and 

Vahlne (2009, p. 1411), markets are networks made up of relationships, where the firms are 

interlinked with each other through insidership or outsidership. This explains the scenario 

where the firm does not possess a well-established position, hence suffering from the liability 

of outsidership and foreignness (Johanson & Vahlne, 2009, p. 1415). According to the authors 

Johanson and Vahlne (2009, p. 1415), firms can gain insidership into the web of networks 

through cross-firm collaboration where one firm already has insidership, which for most 

intermediaries was Lederzentrum. According to the findings of Lederzentrum, they actively 

participated in the process of helping to build their intermediaries networks since it ultimately 
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benefited them. In the case of the findings from the intermediaries, Lederzentrum s.r.o and 

Lederzentrum Magyarország stated they faced internal competition from within the network, 

consisting of competitive sales from other intermediaries. However, communication between 

the organizations solved the problems because Lederzentrum took responsibility for the 

situation. However, all findings from the intermediaries highlight that sharing knowledge 

within the network was a consistent process during business collaboration, which aligned with 

the theory from Pinho (2013, pp. 554-558). The authors state that knowledge and learning speed 

were dependent on the level of willingness to share information within the network. In the case 

of the intermediary Westhill Trading, knowledge and credibility gained insidership. Findings 

also depicted that the intermediaries such as BCX Caring Supplies, Ernst P AB, and 

Lederzentrum Magyarország cultivated their own strong business network and were able to rely 

on them at times when the relationship with Lederzentrum was uncertain. It was important for 

the intermediaries to develop their own networks because Lederzentrum found some aspects of 

the business challenging to understand due to national differences. Lederzentrum Magyarország 

viewed and leveraged its network as a strategic resource to access new customer segments, 

demonstrating the emphasis of Pinho (2016, pp. 428-432), that discuss how the intermediary 

network can provide various resources. Lederzentrum’s network highlights a critical aspect of 

SME-Internationalization. Most intermediaries were solely reliant on Lederzentrum’s products 

and dependent on that they had a well-established network position to mitigate the liability of 

outsidership. It introduces, however, a degree of vulnerability. As seen in the case of 

Lederzentrum s.r.o, the intermediary faced internal competition from other intermediaries. 

Additionally, Deri Klinik sought to rely on their own network when the business collaboration 

ended. To conclude the analysis of network as a tool for firms to use, network theory by 

Johanson and Vahlne (2009, p. 1414) generally assume that networks are stable, but the findings 

of this study display that the networks are volatile and influenced by external conditions. The 

role of networks was also different among the intermediaries. For instance, BCX Caring 

Supplies (Netherlands) and Lederzentrum Magyarország (Hungary) leveraged their strong 

networks to mitigate certain challenges, while intermediaries such as Deri Klinik (Turkiye) had 

to rely on their network when the collaboration with Lederzentrum became uncertain.  

 

In contrast, intermediaries with established networks, like Ernst P. AB (Sweden) could 

better withstand disruptions and maintain business continuity, even if the relationship with the 

exporting-firm deteriorated. While intermediaries such as Westhill Trading ltd (UK) in more 

challenging markets or with weaker networks were more adversely affected by changes in the 
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relationship with Lederzentrum. It indicates that a strong network can mitigate negative effects 

in the relationship. The network might create possible redundancies that can mitigate the 

negative impact of actions by one supplier, such as Lederzentrum. Furthermore, before the 

leadership change in 2019, Lederzentrum saw and actively supported intermediaries in their 

network building. For example, it established a network in challenging sectors such as the 

automotive sector (car industry) in Poland together with the Polish intermediary. Intermediaries 

such as Deri Klinik (Türkiye) sought to develop their own network to overcome complex 

import-related challenges with solvent-based material imported from Europe. It demonstrates 

the strategic importance of network for transnational business operations and the adaption of 

the network to local market conditions. Intermediaries such as BCX Caring Supplies 

(Netherlands) and Ernst P. AB (Sweden) that had robust networks, the strong personal 

relationships within their networks helped these intermediaries gain insidership and access to 

valuable resources. The reason these differences occur, can be attributed to the intermediaries 

having different industry clients that commonly use some type of leather-inputs on their 

products. Some industries require and have varying levels of complexity and network 

requirements e.g. the car industry. Therefore, certain industry-specific clients pose more 

challenges, necessitating a greater support from within the network or Lederzentrum. This 

variation influenced how networks were utilized across different intermediaries. This could be 

shown by Ernst P. AB (Sweden) focusing on large furniture-clients within Sweden, while 

Lederzentrum Polska (Poland) focusing on the car industry, and intermediaries such as Deri 

Klinik (Türkiye) primarily on textile and boat industry.  

 

5.5 Performance as an Evaluation Tool 

The findings based on the intermediary perspective depicted that the intermediaries believed 

that Lederzentrum evaluated their relationship based on their performance, either market 

growth, sales levels, or monetary value. This was confirmed with the interview with 

Lederzentrum. However, on the other hand, the intermediaries measured their relationship with 

Lederzentrum based on product quality, reliability of deliveries, brand reputation, and how 

much they trusted Lederzentrum to provide support or make commitments to the relationship. 

According to the theoretical framework developed based on Barney (1991, pp. 101-102); 

Johanson and Vahlne (2009, pp. 1414-1415); Shoham (1996, p. 58) performance in 

international business is evaluated primarily based on sales metrics, market growth, and the 

quality of goods and services provided. Performance is also used by both intermediaries and 
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the exporting firm to evaluate how well the relationship is and how it benefits each party. The 

findings partially confirm this since Lederzentrum did evaluate the intermediary performance 

in terms of monetary value. However, the intermediaries evaluated Lederzentrum through 

reputation, product quality, and perceived level of support. In contrast with the theory, the 

intermediaries evaluated performance more subjectively. According to theory, the performance 

is based on the capabilities the firm possess (Johanson & Vahlne, 2009, p. 1414), however in 

the findings there was no other common capabilities except the existing relational drivers. 

Hence, performance was employed as an assessment tool. The variations in performance 

assessment between Intermediaries and Lederzentrum could be attributed to the distinct goals, 

objectives, and perspectives of the companies. As Lederzentrum distributes products in the 

German domestic market, they prioritize reputation and product quality within that market. 

Upon exporting products to intermediaries, they rely on the intermediary to ensure that these 

performance standards are met in the foreign market. Consequently, Lederzentrum primarily 

assesses the turnover or sales metrics of the intermediaries, while the intermediaries, in turn, 

evaluate Lederzentrum based on product quality and brand awareness. However, measuring 

quantitative metrics such as export volume does align with Lederzentrum's goal of increasing 

market share and profitability. For intermediaries, meeting customers' demands and 

expectations is crucial. In this context, product quality and reputation are likely to carry more 

weight for consumers than the profitability of the intermediary and its relationship with 

Lederzentrum. Additionally, intermediaries focus on their respective markets, while 

Lederzentrum operates with intermediaries in various countries. As a result, performance 

evaluation measures may need to be tailored for each individual case. Lederzentrum employs 

quantitative evaluation methods, while the intermediaries use qualitative evaluation methods. 

This approach aligns with academic research, as quantitative methods are suitable for 

researching large populations, as in the case of Lederzentrum evaluating its extensive network 

of intermediaries, while qualitative methods are better suited for individual cases, such as 

assessing an individual intermediary. However, there is a difference between intermediaries. 

The Slovak intermediary based the performance evaluation mostly on qualitative factors, while 

the Swedish intermediary also integrated some quantitative factors. A reason for that might be 

the size of the intermediaries. The Swedish intermediary was an operation with multiple 

employees, while the Slovak intermediary was a one-man operation. The size of the business 

might also influence the implementation of quantitative performance evaluation methods. 

According to Bello et al. (2003, p. 4) resource inadequacy, such as human physical or financial 

can reduce performance of the relationship between exporter and intermediary. Intermediaries 
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expressed after Lederzentrum’s leadership change in 2019 that the product quality and 

knowledge of Lederzentrum was inadequate, in combination with key persons within 

Lederzentrum leaving and indicating the process of Lederzentrum’s resources becoming 

inadequate, therefore affecting the firm and intermediary performance. The findings of the 

intermediaries support this theory. According to theory developed from Karunaratna and 

Johnson (1997, pp. 16-20); Madsen et al. (2012, pp. 536-540) intermediary performance is 

linked to the intermediary's expertise. A high-performing intermediary is likely to receive more 

responsibilities and autonomy. In contrast, the findings from Lederzentrum suggest that the 

higher-performing intermediary received more benefits in terms of support. Therefore, 

intermediaries' shared views on how they evaluate Lederzentrum were not solely through 

monetary metrics but also through relational ones, highlighting the difference between the 

exporting firm’s perspective and the intermediaries. According to the intermediaries, 

Lederzentrum’s reputation also played a significant role in evaluating how beneficial or well-

performing Lederzentrum was in the relationship.  

 

5.6 Interdependence of factors 

According to the intermediaries, trust was the fundamental element in their relationship with 

Lederzentrum. It influences other relational drivers since higher trust can lead to better 

knowledge sharing, lower costs, more effective utilization of the network, and lower risks. 

According to most intermediaries, effective communication and knowledge sharing increase 

the overall performance of both the intermediary and Lederzentrum. Findings from the 

intermediaries indicate that good communication increases trust in the relationship and that 

increased costs can play a significant part in deteriorating the commitment in the relationship, 

which, according to theory, also decreases network building (Bello et al., 2003, pp. 2-7). The 

theoretical framework also indicates that relational drivers are interdependent, where the author 

Pinho (2013, pp. 554-558) states that trust and performance influence the strength and 

commitment of the network and partnership. If one relational driver works well, it indicates that 

the other relational driver is also in a healthy state. According to the intermediaries, if 

Lederzentrum does not commit, there is no trust. However, if there is trust in between, there is 

similarly committed communication and knowledge exchange. The overall findings point 

towards the interlinked relational drivers and also highlight why it's important to take all factors 

and relational drivers into consideration, as they are not exclusive. 
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5.7 Dependency 

Another theoretical theme that emerged during the interviews was dependency. Most 

intermediaries that exclusively sold Lederzentrum products emphasized how impactful any 

negative factors in the relationship were. Dependency seems to have an amplifying effect on 

any negative relational factors, resembling a catalyst. This makes sense as the intermediaries 

depend on Lederzentrum for their business. Negative actions from Lederzentrum’s side impact 

the intermediaries. Due to their dependency, the perception of the negative impact is amplified, 

as there are no initial alternatives or safety nets for the intermediaries. Rausch indicates that 

Lederzentrum, before the leadership change, was aware of this dependency and considered it 

when making decisions and communicating. However, this logic only seems to apply to 

intermediaries exclusively focused on one supplier. The Swedish intermediary, which also sold 

other brands, describes the negative actions of exporters as less impactful. The level of 

dependency was up to the intermediaries’ capabilities and strategic choices. A closer 

collaboration does not appear to have any negative impact when the relationship is functioning 

well. It might also simplify the business operations for an intermediary as there is only one 

supplier to work with. However, when a relationship develops negatively, it seems beneficial if 

intermediaries have redundancies such as a network and other suppliers. Intermediaries that had 

redundancies were intermediaries that were already previously established as independent 

companies and then added Lederzentrum’s products to their portfolio. Intermediaries with no 

redundancies were established in cooperation with Lederzentrum. So, the conditions of 

establishing the company seem to influence the level of dependency. The catalyst effect aligns 

with the Resource Dependency theory. It mentions the impact that dependency can have on a 

relationship between companies. Companies depend on partners’ resources to survive (Pfeffer 

& Salancik, 2003, p. 31). If these resources become less available, this can decrease the 

company's survivability and is therefore highly important (Pfeffer & Salancik, 2003, p. 38). The 

theory further suggests that companies seek to minimize their own dependency and increase the 

dependency of other companies on themselves (Pfeffer & Salancik, 2003, p. 81). This behavior 

was not observed in the case of the intermediaries. They only decreased dependency after what 

they perceived as negative actions from Lederzentrum. It might be explained by the relationship 

intermediaries have with their exporters. In this case, dependency on the exporter was initially 

beneficial because the intermediary profits from representing the exporter in the foreign market. 

However, this seems to depend on how safe the intermediaries perceive the relationship with 

the exporter. After the intermediaries perceived the relationship as less stable, they decreased 

their dependency on Lederzentrum. The findings further showed that Lederzentrum was aware 
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of intermediaries' dependency and considered it in business operations until its leadership 

change. This might further explain the development and show that awareness of this 

dependency on the exporters' side is important.  

5.8 Negative Relational Outcomes 

According to a majority of the intermediaries, Lederzentrum eventually failed to sufficiently 

engage in these relational success factors. Therefore, intermediaries started to decrease their 

dependence on Lederzentrum to avoid its catalyst effect. This had a variety of negative 

outcomes. It resulted in personal or legal conflicts. Intermediaries searched for new partners or 

directly became competitors to Lederzentrum by establishing their own product range. 

Furthermore, intermediaries communicate this development with each other. Former 

intermediaries still have the knowledge, expertise, and network about their own market and 

leather care products. Rausch says in the interview that the intermediaries had an exclusive 

position in their market. The risk for Lederzentrum is to create effective foreign competition by 

neglecting the relationship with intermediaries. This shows the importance of successfully 

managing the relationship with intermediaries. The degree of these negative outcomes differed 

between cases. For example, the Swedish intermediary Ernst P. AB experienced significant 

issues such as legal disputes. On the contrary, the Dutch intermediary only described minor 

issues in the relationship with Lederzentrum. These differences might be caused by multiple 

factors. As previously established, the level of dependency on the relationship will influence 

the severity of the impact of negative measures by Lederzentrum. Another factor can be the 

effectiveness of communication post-leadership change. The Dutch intermediary had fewer 

issues with communication than, for example, the Swedish intermediary. Further, the ability to 

leverage the intermediary's own network might lower the impact of the negative outcomes. This 

would explain that the Swedish intermediary, despite negative outcomes like a lawsuit, did not 

describe the negative outcomes as impactful as other intermediaries. The Swedish intermediary 

had a well-established network apart from Lederzentrum on which it could rely. Lastly, the 

current level of engagement with Lederzentrum might influence perspectives and answers in 

the interview. The Dutch intermediary that expressed the least negative outcomes also still 

works closely with Lederzentrum. These outcomes seem rare and were only possible to explore 

due to the first positive and then negative relationship between the intermediaries and 

Lederzentrum. No literature could be identified that explores the mechanisms of intermediaries 

ending relationships.  
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6. Conclusion  

 

6.1 Answering the Research Question 

The study has been examined based on the research question: What are the critical success 

factors in the relationship between SMEs and Intermediaries from the perspective of the 

intermediaries? Our answer to the research question is that the intermediaries of the SME view 

trust as the foundational element in the relationship between the parties, where knowledge 

exchange, costs, networks, performance, and level of dependency are also critical factors in 

determining the relationship's success. 

 

Trust as a Foundation 

The empirical findings and analysis show that trust emerged as the most significant relational 

factor and driver. Trust plays a crucial role in determining whether the relationship between the 

SME and intermediary will be formed initially. Consequently, trust is formed through personal 

interactions between individuals representing different firms. These initial meetings face-to-

face set the stage for future cooperation by establishing a set of expectations of reliability and 

integrity. Furthermore, consistent and honest communication is critical in building trust. 

Providing honest answers, and transparent information builds trust.  

 

Trust between the intermediary and the SME is built through consistent actions, 

communication, transparency, reliability and high commitment to the strategic relationship. 

There’s two types of trust, either affective trust, built through long-term relationships and 

mutual understanding or calculative trust, built and based on control mechanisms such as formal 

agreements and control measures. Trust in the SME-Intermediary relationship is built and 

maintained through personal interactions, consistent and honest communication and 

commitment. The dynamics of trust involve both elements of affective and calculative trust. 

With personal relationships often serving as the initial basis for trust. Changes in leadership, 

management practices, and handling of agreements can significantly impact the trust 

established between SMEs and intermediaries. Consequently, the absence of affective trust 

leads to control mechanisms instead. If one party does not commit and encourage, there must 

be conditioning, typically through formal agreements. 
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Knowledge Exchange and Communication 

Knowledge exchange and communication are factors that influence trust in a relationship as 

well as the overall success of an SME intermediary relationship. Operational support, 

education, and help with problem-solving by the SME to the intermediaries fosters a 

collaborative environment. Providing feedback can help to improve the products and services 

offered. Honest, transparent, and available communication ensures that both parties are aligned, 

enhancing the efficiency and effectiveness of their partnership. Further factors influence the 

effectiveness of knowledge exchange, including the level of honesty, transparency, and 

availability.  

 

Cost Management 

The findings and analysis also indicate that costs are a critical relational factor that can help 

sustain the SME-intermediary relationship. Costs management that ensures that both parties 

benefit from the transactions is essential to long-term collaboration across regions and 

companies. This includes intermediary discounts depending on the domestic market of 

operations and sensitivity to local currency fluctuations. SMEs often resort to intermediaries to 

avoid the high initial investments and transaction costs associated with direct international 

expansion. Intermediaries familiar with local markets, help reduce these entry costs. The SME-

intermediary relationship’s strength can influence the cost dynamics significantly. High trust 

and effective communication can enhance operational efficiency, justifying the costs involved. 

Conversely, a poorly managed relationship can lead to increased costs due to 

misunderstandings, and conflicts ultimately affecting profitability. Furthermore, well-defined 

contractual agreements are essential to managing costs efficiently and ensuring the long-term 

sustainability of the relationship contributing to the mutual success of SMEs and intermediaries. 

 

Networks as a Tool for Market Access 

Networks play an important role in the SME-intermediary relationship since they can be used 

to extend and provide access to new markets and resources. This is dependent on the 

relationship's ability to leverage each other's networks. Consequently, either the intermediary 

or the SME can gain new capabilities more effectively than doing it independently. Conversely, 

a solid network is a security for the intermediary if the relationship with the exporting firm 

deteriorates since they can rely on their own network instead. Achieving insidership within a 

network is essential for gaining an established position in relevant markets. Intermediaries who 
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effectively build and maintain networks can mitigate the liability of outsidership and 

foreignness, and decrease the risks associated with its relationship with the SME. However, 

networks may introduce internal competition among intermediaries, which can pose challenges.  

 

Performance Evaluation 

Performance was another factor that influenced the effectiveness of the relationship. 

Intermediaries and SMEs seem to measure performance in different ways. The SME measures 

performance based on monetary factors such as growth or sales levels. However, the 

intermediaries seem to measure the relationship's performance more in relational factors such 

as product quality, brand recognition, reliability, and trust. This shows a difference in what is 

expected performance-wise between the partners and needs to be taken into consideration to 

align expectations in the partnership.  

 

Interdependency of Success Factors 

While these individual factors are important, they also influence each other. If one relational 

driver is not sufficient, it can negatively influence other drivers. Conversely, a positive driver 

can, to some extent, mitigate another negative driver. For example, strong trust can compensate 

for minor issues in cost management or performance metrics. 

 

Dependency and Its Impact 

The empirical findings and analysis show that the intermediary's dependency on the SME 

heavily affects the other relational factors and drivers. High dependency on SMEs means that 

any perceived negative actions by the SME can significantly impact the level of trust but also 

other relational success factors. Dependency seems to act as a catalyst that increases the impact 

for intermediaries of actions taken by the SME. Managing dependency carefully is important 

for maintaining a stable relationship.  
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6.2 Theoretical Contributions 

As mentioned in the problem discussion, prior research in the field of SME and intermediary 

relationships in the context of international business lacks a comprehensive understanding of 

relationship dynamics from the perspective of the intermediaries. 

 

Formation of Trust through personal Connections  

Trust is, according to the Uppsala model of Internationalization and the Commitment-Trust 

theory developed by the authors Johanson and Vahlne (2009, p. 1414); Morgan and Hunt (1994, 

pp. 21-23), a cooperative mechanism. This explains how trust is an important factor in the 

relationships across firms. The greater trust between firms, the greater commitment. This study 

extends these theories by illustrating that trust across firms is built through personal connections 

and consistent, reliable actions. Moreover, trust contributes to better knowledge sharing, 

reduces perceived risks, and enhances overall performance. This aligns with the theoretical 

statement that higher trust leads to more effective collaboration and commitment (Johanson & 

Vahlne, 2009, p. 1414). 

 

Availability for Knowledge exchange 

Regarding knowledge exchange, this study supports that existing theory also applies to the 

perspective of intermediaries. Transfer of knowledge enhances the performance of the 

relationship and its competitive advantages, as suggested by Grant (1996, p. 111). Furthermore, 

goal alignment can be reached through communication (Karunaratna & Johnson, 1997, pp. 19-

24). Feedback can be exchanged between partners and they can learn from it (Efrat & Øyna, 

2021, p. 510). The importance of knowledge exchange rises when working with complex 

products or services (Madsen et al., 2012, pp. 536-540). It further supports the findings of 

Nevins and Money (2008, p. 55) that miscommunication from the perspective of intermediaries 

is an issue. Overall the findings support the theory for knowledge exchange. A factor not 

mentioned in previous research is availability. It is important for the SME to be available for 

receiving and exchanging knowledge. It is of importance to intermediaries. Especially in critical 

situations the intermediaries are reliant on support and knowledge from the SME. This is a 

contribution to the literature regarding knowledge exchange, as it has not been explicitly 

mentioned.  
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Lower Cost for Intermediaries enhances Relationship 

Regarding cost theory, the literature suggests that an effective relationship can lower the cost 

of the relationship (Bello et al., 2003, pp. 2-7; Chintakananda et al., 2009, p. 317). The findings 

of this study indicate that the opposite is also true. Lower cost for the intermediary enhances 

the relationship’s performance from the perspective of the intermediary. This is a possible 

addition to this literature. Understanding national differences when calculating cost measures, 

such as local market conditions, was important to the intermediaries in this study. While 

previous literature has mentioned the importance of understanding national differences, it has 

not been directly linked to the cost strategy of intermediary-SME relationships (Johanson & 

Vahlne, 2009, pp. 1414-1415). The findings of this study further support the theory that a strong 

focus on profitability can decrease the performance of the relationship (Jensen & Meckling, 

1976, pp. 307-308). However, this theory makes the assumption that both actors in a 

relationship are fosused on profitability. According to the findings, putting too much emphasis 

on profitability can negatively impact the performance of the relationship. Moreover, this focus 

on profitability appears to have led to issues such as decreased reliability, resulting in unstable 

costs for intermediaries.  

 

Network Theory 

According to network theory, intermediaries use the SME network to gain access to 

information, customers, and market information. This aligns with the theoretical premise of 

insidership and liability of foreignness based on outsidership, highlighted by the Uppsala Model 

of Internationalization (Johanson & Vahlne, 2009, p. 1415). 

 

Differences in Performance Evaluation 

The findings of this study mostly confirm theory by Shoham (1996, p. 58), performance is 

measured both in monetary value and quality of products and services. However, the findings 

indicate a divide between SMEs and intermediaries regarding which factors they use to evaluate 

performance. In this case, the SME evaluates mainly through monetary value. The 

intermediaries, however, measured the performance through other factors, such as the quality 

of products and services. The measurements the intermediaries use seem to be more subjective. 

This divide has not been explored in the literature found for this thesis and might be an addition 

to the literature on SME-intermediary relationships.  
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Interdependency 

The findings also indicated that all the relational drivers are interdependent. Factors such as 

Trust and Knowledge exchange have an influence on each other. This is also mentioned in the 

literature by the author Pinho (2013, pp. 554-558) However, these interdependencies are only 

focused on single examples. There is no holistic view of the relationship between the relational 

drivers. This might be an addition to the literature. 

 

Dependency 

The study introduces dependency as a variable that can amplify the impact of relational drivers 

in the SME-intermediary relationship. Dependency on the SME was found to be both positive 

and negative. When stable, dependency can improve commitment. However, when disruptions 

such as leadership change in the partner firm happen, it can amplify negative perceptions of its 

dependency on the partner firm. This aligns with theoretical premises in The Resource-

Dependence Theory developed by Pfeffer and Salancik (2003, p. 81) which suggests the firms 

actively pursue minimizing its own dependencies, while increasing other dependencies on 

them. However, the idea that intermediaries' reliance on SMEs can be advantageous when the 

partnership is perceived as stable adds to the theory and expands it by exploring how reliance 

can impact the SME-intermediary relationship. 

 

Negative Outcomes of the Relationship 

This study’s findings showed that not adhering to these relational drives can have negative 

consequences, such as decreased efficiency, an end to the relationship, or intermediaries 

becoming competitors. For this thesis, no literature was found describing the ending process of 

the relationship from the perspective of intermediaries. Further, no literature was found 

describing the potential negative outcomes of ending such a relationship. Therefore, the 

findings might lay a foundation for this research field.  
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6.3 Practical Implications  

 

Trust 

Trust is one of the main foundations of the relationship between SMEs and Intermediaries. It is 

important to gain and maintain this trust to have a successful relationship. Trust can be 

established and maintained through communication, reliability, consistency, transparency, and 

commitment to the relationship. An absence of trust can hamper the effectiveness of the 

relationship. However, trust can potentially be replaced with control mechanisms such as 

contracts.  

 

Knowledge Exchange 

Knowledge exchange is also important as it can directly increase trust in the relationship. 

Constant communication can help both parties solve problems and create a wider pool of 

mutually beneficial knowledge. Managers can adhere to factors that seem to increase the 

effectiveness of knowledge exchange. These are honesty, transparency, and availability for 

communication. 

 

Cost 

Costs are essential to managing and sustaining the relationship between the partner firms. From 

the perspective of intermediaries, the SME must have prices on products that are sensitive and 

adjusted to local market conditions. Transparent and fair pricing strategies with the partner firm 

are essential to maintaining a successful collaboration. 

 

Network 

Both parties need to leverage their network for mutual benefits. Both networks can provide 

potential customers, resources, and knowledge for the other partner. Doing this can increase the 

customer base of the entire operation and improve its accumulated knowledge, which can result 

in new or more robust capabilities. A network can also decrease the dependency of the 

intermediaries on the exporter as they can rely on other actors within the network if the 

relationship with the SME erodes.   
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Performance 

Performance can be used to evaluate the success of the intermediary-SME relationship. 

Establishing metrics such as sales volumes, market penetration, customer satisfaction, brand 

reputation, and quality control and conducting feedback sessions can help intermediaries better 

align with SME objectives. However, Intermediaries tend to use more subjective factors to 

evaluate the relationship. The SME tends to use objective measures such as sales growth. 

Taking these differences into consideration and aligning the perspectives is important for the 

relationship.  

 

Dependency 

The SME needs to be aware of the high dependency most intermediaries have on the SME. An 

SME's decisions can be very impactful on an intermediary due to the dependency on the SME. 

The risk in this relationship for intermediaries is higher. Thus, any decisions that might 

negatively affect the relationship can be amplified by dependency. Therefore, SMES need to 

consider the standpoint of the intermediaries when making decisions and communicate with 

them regarding changes.  

 

Interdependence & Negative Outcomes 

The interdependence of these relational drivers and factors indicates that if one factor 

deteriorates, the others will as well. Therefore, not managing and maintaining all relational 

drivers in the relationship between SMEs and intermediaries can result in various negative 

outcomes. This study indicates that not managing the relationship can result in legal or personal 

conflict, intermediaries becoming independent, or intermediaries becoming direct competitors 

to the SME.  

 

6.4 Limitations & Future Research  

While the study provides insights into the SME-intermediary relationship, several limitations 

must be acknowledged. These limitations highlight areas of the study where caution should be 

exercised in interpreting the results and suggest directions for future research.  

 

This study is a case study focused on intermediaries in the leather care industry within 

Europe. Therefore, the scope of this research and its generalizability are limited. Future research 

could extend this thesis by examining intermediaries in other industries or markets. Later 
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research would be able to test and contribute to this under-explored research field (Virtanen et 

al., 2023, pp. 5-7). Further, quantitative studies could test the results of this thesis and create 

generalizability for the relational drivers that stand up to this test. Relational drivers showed a 

level of interdependence in this study. A quantitative study could further quantify the 

relationship between the relational drivers. This thesis could not explore how exactly the 

relational drivers influence each other. Quantitative research would allow to explore this 

relationship. There are theoretical limitations since this study primarily builds upon theories 

such as the Uppsala Model of Internationalization for the study (Johanson & Vahlne, 2009, pp. 

1414-1415). However, these theories do not provide a complete framework for capturing all 

dimensions of the SME-intermediary relationship. Additionally, there is an under-explored area 

of the relationship dynamics between SMEs and their intermediaries from the intermediaries’ 

perspective, which limits access to theoretical perspectives that could potentially add nuances 

to explaining and identifying the relational success factors. Therefore, future research could 

build a theoretical framework on additional future theories to provide more perspectives and 

establish a better understanding. The findings indicated that intermediaries saw the business 

relationship as personal. Future research could explore integrating research about human 

relationships from other fields of study, such as psychology, to gain a more holistic 

understanding of human relationships across firms. Lastly, this study indicated negative 

consequences when the relationship between intermediaries and SMEs deteriorates. This study 

demonstrated that former intermediaries might become competitors to the SMEs. This 

development might be an exciting path for future research.  
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8.1 Appendix A 

Interview Questions for Intermediaries 

 

Theme 1: Business Partner Selection Process  
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• How and when did you meet Lederzentrum?  

• Why did you choose Lederzentrum as a business partner?  

• What is important to you when selecting a business partner? (upsides/downsides) 

• Have you ever been offered another opportunity for business collaboration? Why did 

you or did not take that opportunity?  What were the key factors in this decision?  

 

Theme 2: Trust 

• How do you build and maintain trust with your business partner? 

• What are the key indicators for you that a business partner is trustworthy/ 

untrustworthy? 

• Was there any time when the trust was broken? - If so, how did you address it? 

 

Theme 3: Knowledge Exchange/ Communication 

• How often do you communicate? What information do you share with each other? 

• How has communication contributed to the success of a project/ partnership/ 

collaboration?  

• Have there been misunderstandings or communication challenges? And if so, how did 

you handle them?  

 

Theme 4: Cost 

• How did you negotiate prices? Was it fair? How do you think it could be better? 

• How did you keep the costs low? And how was the quality of your services affected by 

that? 

• Do you think you can grow together with Lederzentrum? Why or why not? 

 

Theme 5: Business Network 

• How did your local network (e.g., customers/ other partners) contribute to your 

collaboration with Lederzentrum? 

• What were the negatives/ challenges with your local network (e.g., other partners/ 

customers)? 

• How did Lederzentrum contribute to your business network?  

• What were the negatives/ challenges of having Lederzentrum as a partner? 

• Were there any cultural barriers/ language barriers? If so, how did you overcome them? 
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Theme 6: Performance 

• How do you measure performance in your partnership? How did Lederzentrum measure 

your performance? 

• What improves this performance for you and why? 

• Were there performance issues at any time, and why? 

• How did you represent the quality and the brand Colourlock/ Lederzentrum?  

• What services / help did Lederzentrum provide to you? And how did it affect your 

performance?  What could be improved? 
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8.2 Appendix B 

Interview Questions for Lederzentrum  

 

Theme 1: Intermediary Selection Process  

• How did you meet your intermediaries?  

• Why did you choose a certain intermediary?  

• What is important to you when selecting an intermediary? (upsides/downsides) 

• Have you ever considered changing any of your intermediaries? If so, Why did you or 

did not take that opportunity? What were the key factors in this decision?  

 

Theme 2: Trust 

• How do you build and maintain trust with your intermediaries? 

• What are the key indicators for you that an intermediary is trustworthy/untrustworthy? 

• Was there any time where the trust was broken? - If so, how did you address it? 

 

Theme 3: Knowledge exchange/ communication 

• How often do you communicate with your intermediaries? What information do you 

share with each other? Is there any difference with certain intermediaries? If so, why? 

• How has communication contributed to the success of a project / partnership / 

collaboration?  

• Have there been misunderstandings or communication challenges? And if so, how did 

you handle them? 

 

Theme 4: Cost  

• How did you negotiate prices? Was it fair? How do you think it could be better? 

• How did you keep the costs low? and how was the quality of your services affected by 

that? 

• Do you think you can grow together with intermediaries? Why or why not? 

 

Theme 5: Network  

• How did the business network of the intermediaries (e.g customers / other intermediaries 

/ other partners) contribute to your success in sales and collaboration? 

• What were the negatives / challenges in working with the business network of 

intermediaries? 
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• How did Lederzentrum contribute to the business network of the intermediaries? 

• What were the negatives /challenges in contributing to the network of the 

intermediaries? 

• Were there any cultural barriers / language barriers, if so, how did you overcome them? 

 

 

Theme 6: Performance 

• How do you measure performance in your partnership? How do you think your 

intermediaries measure your performance? 

• What improves this performance for you and why? 

• Were there performance issues at any time or why? 

• How did you ensure quality and representation of the brand Colourlock/ Lederzentrum?  

• What services / help did you provide to your intermediaries? and how did it affect your 

business opportunities? What could be improved? 


