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Unleashing the power of supply chain learning: an

empirical investigation

Abstract

Purpose — Organisational learning plays a critical role for firms to keep abreast of a supply
chain environment filled with volatility, uncertainty, complexity, and ambiguity (VUCA).
This study investigates the extent to which supply chain learning (SCL) affects operational
resilience under such circumstances.

Design/methodology/approach — This study developed a research framework and
underlying hypotheses based on SCL and information processing theory (IPT). An empirical
test was carried out using secondary data derived from the ‘Supply Chain Policy’ launched by
the Chinese government and two large related conferences.

Findings — SCL positively relates to operational resilience, and several moderators influence
the relationship between them. We argue that digital-technological diversity could weaken
the role of SCL in operational resilience, whereas customer concentration, and participating
in a pilot programme could enhance the effect of SCL.

Practical implications — Firms should embrace the power of SCL in building resilience in
the VUCA era. Meanwhile, they should be cautious of a digital-technological diversification
strategy, appraise the customer base profile, and proactively engage in pilot programmes.
Originality/value — This research develops the SCL construct further in the context of China
and empirically measures its power on operational resilience using a unique dataset. This
contributes to the theorisation of SCL.

Keywords Supply chain learning, Operational resilience, Information processing theory,

Supply chain management
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1. Introduction
Organisational learning plays a critical role in a firm’s success. By leveraging learning,
organisations can better adapt to a dynamic business environment and increase their
competitiveness, productivity, and innovation (Dodgson, 1993). In China, organisational
learning is significant for firms’ business and operations as well, largely because the business
environment is fast-changing with high volatility, uncertainty, complexity, and ambiguity
(VUCA). Under such circumstances, novel phenomena and new issues emerge constantly, yet
no firms have prior experiences to refer to. Therefore, to seize potential opportunities and
attain a competitive edge under fierce competition, firms should sometimes ‘learn-by-doing’,
as expressed by a Chinese metaphor - ‘crossing the river by touching the stones’. In the
supply chain context, organisational learning is even more important. This is the challenge
posed by the harsh business environment and transition of competitive patterns, that is, the
scenario where competition has been shifted from firms to supply chains (Christopher, 1992).
Moreover, the most challenging aspect is that the development of supply chain
management (SCM) strategies and practices in China is still evolving (Liu and McKinnon,
2019). The supply chain environment has become more complicated and dynamic due to the
development of newer forms of disruptive technology, supply shortages caused by the
pandemic, and the unstable political environment (e.g. trade wars) (Alexander et al., 2022;
Sarkis, 2021). Therefore, to overcome these supply chain challenges, top managers are keen
to absorb supply chain knowledge from their business partners. In other words, they are
enthusiastic about reaping the rewards by leveraging supply chain learning (SCL).
Conceptually, SCL is derived from inter-organisational learning (Bessant et al., 2003).
According to Flint er al. (2008, p. 274), SCL occurs when ‘multiple supply chain partners
engaged in interaction where learning occurs and is focused on supply chain issues and
solutions’. Essentially, SCL goes beyond inter-organisational learning, which focuses on
dyadic learning at an inter-firm level (Jia and Lamming, 2013), where supply chain members
jointly learn to perform new activities, build new capabilities, and innovate (Silvestre, 2015).
SCL is receiving increasing academic attention, with extant studies falling chiefly into three
categories. The first, and largest, category focuses on the benefits of SCL, such as innovation
diffusion (Flint et al., 2005; Li et al., 2018; Ojha et al., 2016), performance improvement
(Gosling et al., 2016; Haq, 2021; Huo et al., 2020; Spekman et al., 2002), and dynamic
supply chain capability cultivation (Aslam et al., 2020). The second category concentrates on

the triggers of SCL. For example, by investigating supply chain competency, Spekman et al.
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(2002) found that multiple factors such as trust, communications, integrative mechanisms,
decision-making style, and culture trigger SCL. Ojha ef al. (2018) identified transformational
leadership as a contributor to SCL in their exploration of supply chain ambidexterity. To
study the factors enabling SCL, Huo ef al. (2020) and Huo et al. (2021) identified IT
applications and information sharing, respectively. Finally, the third category shows their
interest in the conceptualised framework of the SCL process (Bessant et al., 2003; Gong et
al., 2018; Silvestre, 2015; Silvestre et al., 2020). Overall, SCL research is thriving, especially
in recent years.

As SCM is evolving, many SCM phenomena have not been identified as of yet (Min et al.,
2019). This draws scholars’ attention to the value of SCL, particularly in an era characterised
by VUCA. To what extent is SCL valuable to supply chain managers for solving issues and
problems and improving supply chain performance? The present study intends to explore the
influence of SCL on operational resilience, an emerging performance indicator that is
drawing the attention of academics and practitioners (DesJardine et al, 2019; Li et al.,
2022b).

Operational resilience depicts the ability of a firm’s operations to absorb and recover from
disruptions (Essuman et al., 2020). It is a crucial factor for firms to compete while countering
difficult situations. It is known that operationally resilient firms can come up with alternate
operational solutions when facing adversities. For example, during the COVID-19 outbreak,
many manufacturers faced a severe disruption of upstream and downstream supply chains.
Since disruptions happen regularly for firms and their supply chains in the VUCA context
(Alexander et al, 2022), resilience-building has become a major task for managers.
Additionally, acquiring operational resilience is essential because a firm’s operations act as a
unique subsystem of the organisation, a principal value-creation function that produces
revenues, and is also the immediately affected system under a disruption (Essuman et al.,
2020). Given that in emerging economies, supply chain disruption is a major vulnerability
(Aman and Seuring, 2021), probing into the power of SCL on operational resilience in China
is meaningful.

However, some circumstances could diminish or reinforce the effect of SCL on operational
resilience. In a VUCA era filled with digital transformation and social-political changes, three
scenarios - digital power, market trends, and institutional arrangements - which exert
substantial influences on business and operations, cannot be ignored. Exploratorily, with the

advent of digital economy, digital technology is rapidly transforming the business landscape,
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leading to greater efficiency and quality (Westerman and Bonnet, 2015). Accordingly, the
market is witnessing new trends, as customers are demanding increasingly sophisticated
requirements in their service experiences (Min ef al., 2019). Further, to meet the many new
challenges, institutional support is becoming critical, especially in emerging economies (Wei
et al., 2020). In this sense, this study is intended to investigate the extent to which these
emerging circumstances may impact the relationship between SCL and operational resilience
in China. Specifically, this study concentrates on three factors related to these scenarios:
digital-technological diversity, customer concentration, and pilot programme. Digital-
technological diversity points to the application of diverse digital technologies, a factor that
enables firms to move towards a more productive and sustainable business (Chauhan et al.,
2022). Customer concentration reflects the concentration of the firm's customer base as an
important element that improves firms’ operations (Patatoukas, 2012). Pilot programmes are
an institutional arrangement related to government policy that encourages firms to initiate
business in an uncertain environment. Building upon these considerations, this study seeks to
answer the following two research questions:

* RQI: To what extent does SCL contribute to operational resilience?

* RQ2: How does the influence of SCL on operational resilience vary under different
moderators (i.e. digital-technological diversity, customer concentration, and a pilot
programme)?

To better explain the phenomenon of SCL observed in the China’s supply chain
environment, we adopt the theoretical lens of information processing theory (IPT). IPT posits
how firms can effectively utilise information to perform well, especially when facing a high
level of uncertainty (Galbraith, 1974). As Huber (1991) stated, an organisation learns through
its processing of information. Several studies have applied IPT to explain organisational
learning. For instance, Xie ef al. (2022) verified that organisational learning could help firms
improve their organisational resilience capacity. Wei et al. (2011) claimed that intra-
organisational learning could promote a firm’s exploratory innovation. Likewise, Ignatius et
al. (2012) revealed the positive influence of intra-firm technological learning on project
success in new product development. In the context of SCM, some authors adopted IPT to
explain supply chain phenomena, such as sustainable SCM (Busse et al., 2017), supply chain
integration (Flynn et al., 2016), supply chain disruptions (Bode ef al., 2011), and so on. The
tenet for such use, as Busse et al. (2017) ascertained, comes from the close tie between IPT

and the very essence of SCM. In this case, IPT has the potential to predict SCL phenomenon.
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Apart from the theoretical conjecture, an empirical investigation was carried out from
the announcement of the first ‘Supply Chain Policy’ in China and the two resulting large-
scale conferences, to answer the research questions posed above. In October 2017, the
Chinese government introduced a policy, ‘the Guideline on Promoting Supply Chain
Innovation and Application’ (SCIA), to promote SCM development in China (General Office
of the State Council, 2017). Given that this was the first national document on the Chinese
supply chains, this policy is recognised as a milestone in Chinese SCM. The measurement of
SCL was therefore performed via a unique conference dataset closely related to the SCIA
policy.

The present study makes contributions to the research in the following ways: First, we
further develop the SCL construct in the contextualised setting of China. We argue that the
content of SCL in China is not confined to the knowledge of supply chains only. The
indigenous knowledge specific to supply chain policies should be incorporated, given the
critical role the Chinese government played in promoting SCM. Further, we develop a novel
SCL measurement using a unique secondary dataset. The methods adopted by prior empirical
studies are case- or/and survey-based. The former may have limited generalizability, and the
latter, especially those with single-source respondents, face potential common method bias.
However, secondary data can address these concerns by utilising longitudinal and multi-
source datasets. Second, this study includes operational resilience as a valuable component
influenced by SCL, which the extant literature has not focused on. Moreover, to better
understand SCL, three factors are taken to examine the interaction between them (intrinsic or
extrinsic) as well as their relationship. Third, this study is the first attempt to use the
theoretical lens of IPT to interpret the SCL phenomenon. This offers a new lens to explain
SCL.

The remainder of this paper is structured as follows. The following section offers a
literature review of SCL and IPT. Section 3 develops research hypotheses, including the
effect of SCL on operational resilience and the moderating role of three factors. Section 4
describes the research design. Section 5 presents empirical results and robustness tests, and
Section 6 discusses the implications and limitations of this study, and future directions of

research.
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2. Literature review and theoretical underpinning
2.1 Supply chain learning (SCL)

SCL posits multiple supply chain members engaged in learning, where the supply chain is
a ‘vehicle’ for gathering knowledge and learning (Spekman et al., 2002, p.42). SCL is about
both knowledge diffusion (Biotto ef al., 2012) and knowledge creation (Lambrechts ef al.,
2012). Knowledge diffusion is the process through which knowledge is disseminated and
used by other organisations (Lane et al., 2021). Knowledge creation concerns ‘knowledge
addition and/or the correction of existing knowledge’ (Shin et al., 2001, p.340). Nonaka
(1994) argued that knowledge creation could occur within an organisation or through inter-
organisational interaction. The process of SCL, as Bessant et al. (2003) proposed, could
consist of three stages: setting-up, operating, and sustaining. Specifically, setting-up
converges learning drivers to establish a learning environment, operating allows processes to
address the learning agenda, and sustaining establishes benchmarking and measurements to
maintain continuous learning.

SCL may have a positive impact on business performance. Flint et al. (2008) found that
SCL could positively affect a firm’s innovation, and hence its performance. Lisi ef al. (2020)
examined SCL in sustainable development and identified a positive relationship between
green SCL and green innovation. In addition, some authors (e.g. Haq, 2021; Huo et al., 2020;
Huo et al., 2021) have considered supplier learning, customer learning, and internal learning
as dimensions of SCL and discovered that the latter two types were pertinent to operational
performance, service performance, and flexibility performance, though supplier learning was
not. Moreover, Haq (2021) reported that SCL could affect a firm’s financial performance via
other factors, such as the mediating role of operational performance. Nevertheless, a close
examination of the extant literature yields no evidence on the influence of SCL on operational

resilience. This gap suggests the need for an exploratory study in this area.

2.2 Information processing theory (IPT)

As Galbraith (1974) indicated, IPT identifies how an organisation can deal with uncertainty
through information processing. The key elements of IPT can be identified as information
processing needs, information processing capacity, and the congruence between needs and
capacity (Tushman and Nadler, 1978). Processing needs are the information required by an
organisation’s strategy or environment (Egelhoff, 1991; Tushman and Nadler, 1978). As
Galbraith (1974) noted, uncertainty creates information processing needs. Processing
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capacity refers to organisations’ capability to utilise and structure information to efficiently
support decision-making (Cegielski et al., 2012).

According to IPT, an organisation may cope with increased uncertainty by either reducing
the amount of information it needs or strengthening its capacity to process information
(Galbraith, 1974). Normally, at the organisational level, uncertainty arises mainly from three
aspects: task characteristics, interfirm relationships, and external environment (Bensaou and
Venkatraman, 1995; Premkumar et al., 2005). The interdependent nature of firms’ tasks, as
Cegielski et al. (2012) stated, could contribute to the degree of uncertainty firms face. This
kind of uncertainty is also called as task uncertainty. Such uncertainty may arise from the
complexity of a task, where higher complexity would create a higher level of uncertainty
(Tushman and Nadler, 1978). Inter-organisational relationships are concerned with the
connection between firms and their business partners (Bensaou and Venkatraman, 1995). In a
supply chain, many factors influence the relationship between supply chain actors. To
maintain a tight relationship, significant information is needed for processing (Premkumar et
al., 2005). The firm’s external environment may also expose the firm to uncertainty
(Cegielski et al., 2012), arising from natural disasters, wars, political crises, market
turbulence, technology advancement, and so on. The greater these uncertainties, the more
information processing is required.

Another important implication of IPT is the fit between information processing needs and
capacity. A better fit increases the likelihood of the best performance, where a poor fit could
hinder performance (Egelhoff, 1991; Galbraith, 1974). This is because the misfit between
information processing needs and capacity could result in schedule and budget overruns, as
insufficient capacity cannot support decision-making; conversely, too much capacity incurs
excess unnecessary costs (Galbraith, 1974; Tushman and Nadler, 1978). Empirical studies
supported the rationale behind ‘fit’. For example, Premkumar et al. (2005) identified a
positive influence of matched information processing needs and capacity on procurement
performance. Concerning IPT, Cheng and Krumwiede (2018) found that when knowledge
processing capacity can handle the amount of knowledge required, firms obtain greater new
product development gains. Likewise, Stock et al. (2021) confirmed a positive effect of the
fit between knowledge processing needs and capacity by observing the knowledge-sharing

requirements and knowledge-sharing quantity.
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3. Hypothesis development

3.1 SCL and operational resilience

In IPT, the idea of ‘fit’ indicates that the performance of firms will suffer from the
misalignment of information processing needs and capacity (Galbraith, 1974; Tushman and
Nadler, 1978). Hence, to cope with uncertainty, firms can choose to either increase their
processing capacity or decrease their processing needs (Galbraith, 1974). Supply chain actors
engaging in SCL can be viewed as choosing a path to increase their knowledge processing
capacity because SCL can provide firms with access to valuable knowledge from upstream
suppliers, downstream customers, and third-party knowledge providers. Thus, through SCL,
firms can enhance their capacity to utilise and structure current know-how and absorb and
exploit new knowledge to advance supply chain operations, which fits well with Cegielski et
al.’s (2012) interpretation of processing capacity.

We argue that SCL could enable firms to make a timely adjustment to operate stably and
effectively in a highly uncertain business environment. First, given that SCL is characterised
as boundary-spanning learning, firms can acquire operational experience and knowledge
generated by other supply chain members. They can integrate them with their knowledge
base. This may open gateways to new technical and administrative know-how that departs
from extant organisational memory, increasing the opportunities for innovation and enhanced
flexibility (Bao ef al., 2012). As SCL stimulates the combination of existing and newly learnt
knowledge, firms incurring marginal time, effort, cost, or performance penalties are at an
advantage to innovate (Zhu et al., 2018a). The enhanced innovation further augments a firm’s
ability to develop alternative solutions geared toward resisting external uncertainty,
significantly improving its operational resilience. Based on Ngai ef a/. (2011), we inferred
that SCL could consistently provide supply chain members with the most cutting-edge
knowledge on systems, procedures, technology, and benchmarking, enabling them to respond
to task uncertainty quickly and efficiently.

Second, SCL can yield useful insights. Specifically, processing valuable knowledge from
external stakeholders helps firms become more sensitive to upstream, downstream, and
market changes (Tse et al., 2016; Wang et al., 2019). For example, learning from upstream
suppliers indicates that firms are more likely to gain insights associated with supply market
dynamics, which ultimately enable firms to respond effectively to supply uncertainty via
adjusting production plans (Huo et al., 2021). Meanwhile, learning from customers can help

firms to know more about the market, which could assist them in reorganising their resources
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and capabilities (Huo et al., 2021; Wang et al., 2019). Additionally, through learning from
third-party knowledge providers (e.g. industrial associations, third-party service providers,
and competitors), firms are more likely to coordinate operational activities to reduce risk,
contributing to their sustainable operations and stability in the face of external change.

Finally, and most importantly, SCL can help firms use best practices in which supply chain
partners have successfully coped with the change and proactively responded to market
changes, such as applying disruptive technologies to facilitate operations to withstand
adversity (Modgil et al., 2022). As Burnard et al. (2018) indicated, learning about the
experiences of threats and disruptions from others could facilitate the development of
resilience. According to the above arguments, we conjecture that:

H1. SCL positively impacts a firm’s operational resilience.

3.2 Moderating factors

As postulated above, SCL may affect operational resilience; however, a better understanding
of when and how SCL can improve such resilience is useful. Therefore, the moderating role
of three factors - digital-technological diversity, customer concentration, and the pilot
programme - as noted at the outset, are to be examined below.

3.2.1 Digital-technological diversity

Digital technologies are a combination of ‘information, computing, communication and
connectivity technologies’ (Bharadwaj et al., 2013, p. 471). Emerging digital technologies
such as cloud computing, big data, artificial intelligence, and 3D printing have profoundly
influenced business operations (Nambisan, 2017; Liu ef al., 2022a) and are closely linked to
improving firms’ resilience (Remko, 2020). Digital-technological diversity signifies the
breadth of a firm’s digital-technological portfolio.

Diversified digital technologies hold the promise to advance operations and enable
intelligent and autonomous operational tasks (Choi et al., 2022; Fatorachian and Kazemi,
2018), thus reducing task complexity. Tushman and Nadler (1978) assumed that complex
tasks could create difficulty in predictability, and therefore incur greater information
processing needs. This suggests that digital-technological diversity is likely to decrease the
knowledge processing needs and weaken the role of learning in building resilience
accordingly. In addition, the uncertainty caused by rapid technological advances could be
mitigated by the broader digital technology portfolio of firms with more advantages in

seizing emerging technological opportunities from scientific breakthroughs (Bolli et al., 2020;
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Subramanian et al., 2018). In such cases, on the one hand, a diversified technical base could
hinder interfirm knowledge transfer in SCL. Han et al. (2018) pointed out that the strongly
increased overlapped knowledge reduces learning opportunities. Song et al. (2003)
recognised that the interfirm knowledge transfer is more likely to happen on the condition
that firms possess different technological expertise, as their current technological trajectory
might affect the receptivity to knowledge gained from the outside. If firms’ operational
activities proceed along established technical paths, then they are less likely to incorporate
external knowledge (Song et al., 2003). Therefore, a diversified technological base, which
indicates that the firm possesses knowledge in a broad range of technology domains, with
established technological trajectories, practices, and procedures, would lower a firm’s
openness to knowledge sourced from external stakeholders through SCL.

On the other hand, leveraging diversified digital technologies could also reduce the value
of knowledge gained via SCL in shaping a resilient organisation. Marhold and Kang (2017)
argued that the need for firms to acquire external knowledge becomes less urgent as they can
use their diverse internal knowledge to create alternative solutions when facing disruptions.
This is also applied to the case of SCL: when disruptions occur, digital-technological
diversity enables firms to develop novel solutions. This is because firms are exposed to
diverse technological knowledge, a vital precondition of successful knowledge
recombination. Apart from this, firms are more likely to develop flexible and outside-the-box
thinking since they see how problems could be solved differently (Gao et al., 2015). Thus,
the second hypothesis is postulated as follows:

H?2. The greater a firm’s digital-technological diversity, the less positive the influence of SCL
on its operational resilience.

3.2.2 Customer concentration

Of all the inter-organisational relationships, customers are the most pivotal for revenue
generation (Yli-Renko and Janakiraman, 2008). Given that operations are a primary value-
creation function to produce revenues, major customers have the power to influence a firm’s
strategies and practices at the operational level. Therefore, the influence of customers
requires consideration.

Customer concentration is the extent to which a firm depends upon its major customers for
financial resources (Zhu et al., 2021a; Kim and Zhu, 2018). It is a critical characteristic that
depicts the relationship between a firm and its customers (Huang et al., 2016). A higher

customer concentration, indicated as a more concentrated customer base, will decrease the
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firm’s bargaining power, and consequently, make the firm more reliant on its customers (Liu
et al., 2022b). In addition, the firm is more prone to lower profitability (Hui et al., 2019) and
faces more uncertainty in long-term survival.

Regarding inter-organisational relationships, a higher dependence on other supply chain
members indicates a firm’s lack of control and power, and would bring about greater
uncertainty (Bode et al., 2011; Flynn et al., 2016). Therefore, higher knowledge processing
needs could be expected in firms with more concentrated customers. In this case, the positive
effect of SCL on operational resilience could be magnified. First, the knowledge gained from
SCL can be easier to transfer and apply in addressing supply chain disruptions when firms
have a more concentrated customer base. Firms tend to invest more resources to build strong
relationships and foster mutual trust with their major customers, which could contribute to the
quality and efficiency of knowledge acquisition (Zhou ef al., 2014). Meanwhile, the firm’s
knowledge may be idiosyncratic and context-specific. Hence, using this knowledge to deal
with disruptions effectively means that firms must apply the knowledge they learnt their own
context and the knowledge must have a certain level of tailoring (Maritan and Brush, 2003).
It must be noted that a dispersed customer network largely improves the difficulty of
knowledge application, since it is hard for focal firms to customise knowledge based on the
characteristics of a large customer base.

Second, for firms with more concentrated customers, processing and applying the
knowledge obtained through SCL is more effective. This is because when a firm is highly
dependent upon major customers, the change in one major customer’s demand could directly
impact the firm’s operations (Zhu et al., 2021a). The knowledge gained from those major
customers is of great significance in sensing and responding to the demand change, enabling
firms to remain operationally stable and flexible. Bode ef al. (2011) have a consistent view
that firms tend to maintain stable relationships with customers upon whom they depend
significantly. This increases firms’ motivation to maintain stability by taking proactive steps
to cope with the increasing uncertainty. For instance, by learning about supply chain partners’
experiences of coping with emergencies, firms may learn how their customers would respond
in similar situations and make corresponding reactions, such as modifying production
schedules, changing market strategies, and developing new products. Thus, we propose our
third hypothesis:

H3. Customer concentration positively affects the relationship between SCL and operational

resilience.
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3.2.3 Pilot programme

The term ‘pilot’ is political in nature with the tenet of ‘experimentation’. [t is ‘reserved for
rigorous early evaluations of a policy... before that policy has been rolled out nationally and
while it is still open to adjustment” (Jowell, 2003, p. 11). A pilot programme refers to a policy
programme restricted by geography and time (Ettelt et al., 2015). As Bailey et al. (2017)
stated, policymakers choose to implement pilot programmes due to some degree of
‘ambiguity and conflict around the conception and implementation’ (p. 211) of a particular
policy. Since the role of a pilot programme is to test the likely impact of a policy before it is
fully implemented, the result of pilot programmes would result in the proof of the policy’s
effectiveness, its adjustment, or even its abandonment (Jowell, 2003).

Pilot firms are selected to implement and engage in the pilot programme. Pilot firms
accumulate practical experience learnt from performing an action and maintain an attitude of
curiosity in the face of new challenges (People’s Daily, 2018). The pilot programme is in line
with the ‘learning-by-doing’ process; that is, pilot firms need to test the new ideas instead of
duplicating existing paradigms. Hence, these firms have little experience to follow and no
predecessors to learn from. Thus, pilot firms face a higher level of uncertainty thanks to the
uncertain business world. To perform well and achieve the policy goals, pilot firms have
greater knowledge processing requirements.

By investigating the role of national policy pilots, Ettelt ef al. (2022) suggested that pilot
programmes encouraged experimentation with ideas and development of innovative
solutions. This argument implies that pilot firms are early pioneers of innovative operation
modes or processes, which enables them to generate unique technical and administrative
know-how. Therefore, given that a key task of the pilot programme is to test potential
practices and disseminate successful experience, pilot firms have more incentives to actively
engage in SCL and diffuse their experience or learn from others. Additionally, their supply
chain partners are also more likely to engage in the learning process to acquire their valuable
knowledge. The frequent communication and deep involvement of multiple supply chain
actors indicate that more valuable knowledge would be shared and disseminated through
SCL. Moreover, pilot firms will then better apply knowledge to facilitate operational
resilience. Li et al. (2022a) assumed that a pilot programme provides firms preferential
treatment from the government such as the additional support of dedicated policies and funds.
Thus, pilot firms are equipped with more resources that can be organised to absorb relevant

knowledge to deal with emergencies. In this way, SCL-induced knowledge processing fits
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well with the pilot firms’ enhanced processing requirements, leading to outstanding
performances. Based on this, the last hypothesis is posited as follows:
H4. A pilot programme positively moderates the relationship between SCL and operational

resilience. The relationship will be stronger for pilot firms compared to non-pilot firms.

The proposed research framework summarising the above hypotheses is shown in Figure 1.

Insert Figure 1

4. Research design

4.1 Construct development of SCL and data collection

As noted earlier, the research context is grounded on the first ‘Supply Chain Policy’ issued by
the Chinese government in 2017, named ‘the Guideline on Promoting Supply Chain
Innovation and Application’ (SCIA). The China Federation of Logistics & Purchasing (CFLP)
is the most influential organisation in the Chinese SCM community. As one of the policy
panel members, the CFLP held several events disseminating the SCIA policy, such as
conferences, pilot programmes, and training. These activities were meant to allow firms to
experiment and innovate with supply chain operations.

In May 2018 and November 2019, the CFLP organised two conferences for disseminating
the SCIA policy. Due to a ‘top-down’ policy implementation strategy in China, the SCIA
policy was interpreted by government officials at the conferences. They encouraged firms to
pursue supply chain innovation. However, without the government officials’ and experts’
interpretation and explanation, the participating firms might overlook some key issues in the
SCIA policy paper. Therefore, the two conferences provided excellent opportunities for
participating firms to learn about the practices of supply chain innovation under the SCIA
policy framework. In this regard, the first conference aimed to introduce and explain the
SCIA policy and share knowledge about its implementation. The second conference served a
similar purpose, but it further reinforced the key features of the first conference. M