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The COVID-19 pandemic has highligh-
ted the importance of resilient SCs, 
emphasizing the ongoing need for their 
smooth operation [1]. Companies have 
primarily focused on accelerating the 
implementation of SC improvement 
initiatives. A firm’s crucial challenge is 
to ensure continuous SC operations in 
the face of growing complexity, vulne-
rability and volatility of global intert-
wined SC networks [2]. Although eco-
nomies and societies have been expo-
sed to multiple extreme SC disruptions 
caused by crises – such as epidemics 
(Ebola, SARS), natural disasters (floods, 
earthquakes, hurricanes) or financial 
crises [3] – several studies have shown 
that, in the context of the COVID-19 
pandemic, many firms were not prepa-
red and showed a fundamental lack of 
SC robustness and agility to cope with 
the disruption [4].  

Figure 1 illustrates that two core stra-
tegies for coping with exceptional SC 
disruptions exist, such as the COVID-19 
pandemic [5]. Proactive strategies target 
the ex-ante disruption phase and de-
scribe measures taken before SC dis-
ruption occurs; they require the ability 
to anticipate sudden risks and thus 
absorb or reduce the impacts of dis-
ruption. Reactive strategies target the 
ex-post-disruption phase; they require 
that firms’ are able to reconfigure their 

capabilities to respond and adapt to 
dynamic market changes, firms with 
agile SC strategies can rapidly identify 
and react to unexpected changes. Con-
sidering how important it is that firms 
have proactive and reactive SC capabi-
lities, we define SCRES as the ability of 
firms to prepare for unexpected risk 
events, respond to potential disruption 
and to recover quickly, either by resto-
ring their original operating state or by 
progressing to a new, more desirable 
operating state [3, 5]. In this context, 
studies have acknowledged that cor-
porate culture can be a key component 
in firms’ response strategy to unantici-
pated and sudden external threats [6, 
7] as  the past couple of years have 
witnessed an unprecedented surge in 
the demand for skilled SC professionals. 
Consequently, a favorable and positive 
corporate culture that values conti-
nuous learning and development cre-
ates an environment conducive to SC 
risks and employee upskilling. [8].

The objective of this study is to provide 
a comprehensive outline of the signifi-
cance of corporate culture in enhancing 
supply chain resilience, particularly 
with regard to fostering SC risk-aware-
ness and advancing digital upskilling. 
The study endeavors to offer clear 
guidance for firms to take actionable 
measures in this regard.

The assertion “Our people are what set us apart from our rivals” is a common 
statement made by nearly every company, highlighting the significance of 
their people as the most valuable asset. Similarly, a corporate culture empha-
sizing risk awareness and learning from experiences has played a key role in 
shaping supply chain resilience (SCRES) amidst competitive dynamics in 
response to the COVID-19 pandemic. Employee engagement, communicati-
on, and collaboration, as dimensions of SC risk awareness, determine the 
effectiveness of firms’ cultures in handling large-scale disruptions with ro-
bustness and agility. Additionally, the COVID-19 crisis has had a positive 
impact on firms’ learning orientation. The crucial necessity of digital supply 
chain (SC) transformation to enhance SCRES under pandemic conditions has 
further reinforced the need for dynamic adaptation and reconfiguration of 
firms’ culture and employee skillsets through digital upskilling.

Der Einfluss von Mitarbeitenden in  
Pandemiezeiten

Fast alle Unternehmen erkennen ihre Mitarbeitenden 
als entscheidende, identitätsbildende Ressource an. 
Unternehmenskulturen, die Risikobewusstsein und 
das Lernen aus Erfahrungen in den Vordergrund 
stellen, haben nicht umsonst eine Schlüsselrolle bei 
der Gestaltung der Widerstandsfähigkeit von Liefer-
ketten gespielt – gerade inmitten der durch die 
COVID-19-Pandemie hervorgerufenen Wettbe-
werbsdynamik. Kommunikation und Zusammenar-
beit als Dimensionen des Supply-Chain-Risikobe-
wusstseins bestimmen die Effektivität von Firmen-
kulturen bei der robusten, agilen Störungsbewältigung. 
Darüber hinaus hatte die COVID-19-Krise einen 
positiven Einfluss auf den Lernprozess der Unterneh-
men. Die digitale Transformation der Supply Chain 
zur Verbesserung der SCRES unter Pandemiebedin-
gungen hat die Notwendigkeit einer dynamischen 
Anpassung der Unternehmenskultur und der Mitar-
beiterfähigkeiten durch digitale Fortbildung weiter 
verstärkt.
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Corporate culture: key supply chain 
value driver during crisis times

According to Schein (1996, 231), culture is de-
fined as often ‘taken-for-granted, shared, tacit 
ways of perceiving, thinking, and reacting, [but 
is] one of the most powerful and stable forces 
operating in organizations’ [9]. Culture refers to 
the pattern of shared values and beliefs in an 
organisation that helps employees understand 
organisational functioning and, thus, provide 
them with norms for behaviour in the firm 
Moreover, the concept of corporate culture 
positively influences employee identification, 
their attitude, willingness to share informatiom 
and sense of belonging within organizations 
[10]. As a consequence, corporate culture is a 
key factor influencing how organizations and 
SCM react and respond strategically to sudden 
large-scale disruptions. A strong cultural fit 
across buyers and suppliers could be highly 
beneficial in terms of managing joint inventory, 
cooperative relationships and maintaining SC 
performance, while a weak cultural fit could 
hamper SC collaboration and overall perfor-
mance [6, 7, 8].

The centricity of humans and their influence 
on the performance of multiple SC stages ma-
ke employees valuable and a competitive dif-
ferentiator [8, 11]. It is essential to acknowled-
ge the interpersonal aspects of all inter-orga-
nisational SC partners. Thus, corporate culture 
is the organisational ‘DNA’ that represents a set 
of principles with which employees can respond 
rapidly to unexpected SC risk events [12]. And 
it is in time of crisis, exemplified by the CO-
VID-19 pandemic, that strong organisational 
cultures can foster a collective spirit of perse-
verance [13]. A risk-aware culture might cont-
ribute to firms’ successful business performan-
ce in times of crisis and SC disruption [14]. In 
the same vein, empirical evidence shows that 
SC employee skillsets and experiences affect a 
company’s SCM and SCRES [3, 15]. Applying 

digital technology, such as big data analytics, 
cloud computing and artificial intelligence, can 
strengthen collaboration and increase the vi-
sibility of information.  Accordingly, adopting 
digital technologies might play a powerful 
role in SCRES, even for firms that lack skills, 
knowledge and experience [16, 17]. Hence, 
learning from past experience (e.g. training 
programmes) can bolster SC professionals’ 
(digital) upskilling and knowledge, allowing 
firms to adapt and reconfigure their SCRES 
practices to better respond to sudden SC dis-
ruption in the future. 

Research design

The COVID-19 crisis has created many oppor-
tunities for meaningful and practical research 
on SCRES from a holistic process perspective. 
Hooks et al. (2017, p. 2) state that “resilience can 
only be truly tested in times of adversity or 
crisis.” [18] The present study follows a multip-
le case-study design which is well suited for the 
investigation of complex phenomena such as 
the COVID-19 pandemic, and particularly for 
research that focus on processes [19], such as 
SCM. Our multiple case-study approach follows 
the recommendation of Eisenhardt (2021) 
emphasizing that four to ten cases appear to 
be adequate for a multiple case-study design 
[19]. To allow for generalisability, we decided 
not to limit our sample to a single industry or 
a single product type [20]. The case sample 
comprises companies headquartered in Europe 
to ensure that all share similar infrastructural, 
legal and political environments. All of the 
selected firms – from manufacturers and re-
tailers of consumer goods to healthcare, elec-
tronics and logistics service providers – opera-
te in global SCs and were strongly affected by 
the COVID-19 pandemic (see Table 1). However, 
to represent a range of perspectives, we deli-
berately selected firms of various sizes and 
with a range of industry focuses and practices 
to deal with sudden shocks.

Figure 1: Creating resilient 
supply chains requires 

mitigation through 
proactive and reactive 

strategies [1, 2, 3, 5].
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Data collection took place in the year 2022 via 
Zoom or Skype. All interviews were semi-
structured and based on a predefined interview 
questionnaire. An extensive literature review 
guided the development of the interview 
questionnaire [20]. We conducted a total of 15 
interviews with executives, experts, and 
managers from company headquarters to 
understand professional involvement in SCM 
during the disruption caused by the COVID-19 
pandemic. The interviews lasted between 50 
and 70 minutes and were recorded and 
transcribed. To avoid any potential errors and 
misunderstandings, each interviewee received 
a copy of the transcript. To facilitate data 
triangulation and safeguard construct validity, 
we added the interviewers’ real-time notes to 
all transcripts [19, 20, 21].

Our data analysis started with an open coding 
process to provide initial structure by evaluating 
the large amount of unstructured information 
in the data collected from each interview [22]. 
We applied an iterative process of continuous 
reflection to connect information, define ana-
lytical clusters and build key thematic categories 
[22]. Thus, all interview transcripts were thoro-
ughly examined to determine relevant informa-
tion, paraphrase important statements and ca-
tegorize them thematically. Next, we incorpora-
ted secondary data (e.g., from company websites, 
newsletters and industry reports) into our ca-
se-study database to corroborate specific inter-
view statements and, therefore, to increase reli-
ability while reducing potential case data bias. 
Then, we focused on within-case analyses to 
develop meaningful individual case profiles and 
acquaint ourselves with each case. In the next 
step, we conducted a cross-case analysis to look 
for connections, recognize patterns and identify 
the most meaningful insights into the practices 
the seven case company had employed to 

strengthen their SCRES during the pandemic 
[19, 20].

Engage, communicate, collaborate:  
SC risk-awareness during pandemic 
times

Employee engagement. Interviewees mentioned 
employee engagement as a critical element in 
successfully adapting to low-probability, high-im-
pact disruptions. Interviewees from all seven 
case companies reported that their organizations 
did their best at the beginning of the pandemic 
to create a working environment in which em-
ployees felt safe. For this purpose and to stimu-
late a positive team spirit while working from 
different locations, the case companies held 
regular update meetings and shared daily or 
weekly newsletters to inform employees of the 
latest COVID-19 developments and initiatives.

However, we found evidence that not all com-
panies had a risk-aware culture before the pan-
demic disruption. For instance, interviewees 
representing cases Black, Green and Orange 
mentioned that, because of their nature as glo-
bal LSPs, their organizations were already ac-
customed to dealing with a wide range of 
operational SC risks and ensuring resilience in 
their SC networks: they had business continuity 
and predefined communication plans in place 
to buffer disruptions in their transportation, 
warehousing and distribution networks. Never-
theless, company representatives from the logi-
stics service industry reported serious shortco-
mings in their initial responses to pandemic-re-
lated disruptions, highlighting a weak strategic 
focus and commitment to exceptional disruptions 
during the initial COVID-19 outbreak. For examp-
le, the clarification of roles and responsibilities 
across different teams and departments or the 

Figure 2: Case company 
overview.
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senior management or official media, all of which 
take time and risk sharing information that is 
out of date. For instance, Blue and Yellow orga-
nized regular daily exchanges between key 
customers and suppliers to ensure that all parties 
had access to the latest and most meaningful 
information all times. Additionally, Black, Green 
and Purple used SC visibility platforms to obtain 
relevant and accurate inter-organisational infor-
mation and foster smooth information exchan-
ge via internal communication platforms. Red 
highlighted the importance of maintaining 
close personal contacts as the company had to 
negotiate a shortage of packaging material 
caused by cross-border shutdowns. For instance, 
to find a solution rapidly, one Red employee 
called a long-standing personal contact at a 
seldom-used back-up supplier. The two parties 
were able to arrange the required packaging 
material between them during this exceptional 
situation, and Red subsequently became the 
only company that could sell the product on the 
market.

Collaboration. Data from our interviews revea-
led a clear need for improvement in cooperation 
amongst SC network partners to handle the 
disruption the COVID-19 pandemic caused. 
Several informants reported that a narrower 
focus on improving relationships amongst mul-
tiple SC members helped them maintain the 
flow of goods and materials. Moreover, knowled-
ge-sharing amongst key SC partners was essen-
tial in keeping all parties informed of the current 
status of the disruption. Although some firms 
were reluctant to share information, most firms 
found that collaborations intensified and beca-
me more open during the pandemic, which 
helped all partners react more effectively. Inter-
viewees representing five out of the seven 
companies in our study reported that they en-
couraged employees not only to share data and 
information but also to initiate joint problem-sol-
ving approaches across departments, locations 
and preferred SC members as a specific measu-
re to respond to the disruption.

For example, Purple exemplified close collabo-
ration with its customers: after a two-month 
development phase, the firm launched an intu-
itive and easy-to-use portal with three key 
customers. The idea was to simplify the SC pro-
cess and foster superior customer service through 
trust and openness. As the interviewee repre-
senting Purple stated: ‘The best customer service 
is when we do not have to answer any phone 
calls.’ Core data – such as product availability, 
order capacity, pricing and delivery times – we-
re updated and made available in the portal to 
allow 24/7 customer service while managing 
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communication cascades and structures impeded 
the effectiveness of initial responses to pandemic 
disruptions. Consequently, employees suffered 
a lack of trust and decision-making autonomy. 
Suddenly, professionals felt they were working 
in a hierarchical environment with leaders and 
managers who needed to authorize nearly all 
decisions and countermeasures, contradicting 
the prior experience and mindset of empower-
ment when operational SC disruptions had oc-
curred.

This slower decision-making, lower employee 
motivation and overwhelming need for leaders-
hip coordination later required a fundamental 
shift towards more employee engagement as 
the pandemic took hold. At Black, for example, 
employees created a community and knowled-
ge platform to encourage employees not only 
to share effective countermeasures and best 
practices to handle the disruption, but also to 
share new ideas for customer and supplier inter-
action. Such initiatives facilitate better initial 
disruption response, improve information exch-
ange, accelerate decision-making and empower 
employees when handling exceptional threats. 
Interviewees representing Yellow reported that 
creating an open and creative working environ-
ment (e.g. from home or cross-team workstations 
in the office) were an important factor in stimu-
lating trust and empowerment. Interviewees 
from Blue and Red said that dedicated commu-
nication plans and cross-functional employee 
risk management training had been in place for 
some time, while interviewees representing Blue 
explicitly acknowledged that employees’ expe-
rience of other extreme disruptions (e.g. Hurri-
cane Katrina) was invaluable in the initial pan-
demic response.

Communication. The informants in our study 
reported effective communication through hu-
man interaction as a key lever for an appropria-
te risk-aware culture during the pandemic. All 
interviewees reported that switching to new 
online communication tools at the outbreak of 
the pandemic was a challenging, sometimes 
overwhelming task. Thus, intra- and inter-orga-
nisational communication based on human in-
teraction was a decisive factor to maintain global 
SC operational performance and mitigate the 
pandemic-related SC disruptions. Our informants 
pointed out that employees’ communicative and 
relationship-oriented skillset was of utmost 
importance to share data and updates on pan-
demic-related SC disruption and enable fast 
reactions. Such communication permitted open 
information-sharing in informal ways that were 
frequently much faster than official company 
statements, top-down communication from 

Resilienz



29

employee shortages. This illustrates that cross-or-
ganisational collaboration can prevent the 
breakdown of operational SC networks, closely 
connect key SC partners and bolster SCRES in 
uncertain and rapidly changing environmental 
conditions.

Go digital or go home: key learnings 
from the pandemic disruption 

Revamping a culture that embraces change and 
digitalisation. Analysis of our interview data 
revealed that a corporate culture needs to inject 
a DNA of willingness to change, adapt and re-
configure in response to extreme turbulence in 
dynamic environments. Our case informants 
emphasized the clear need to learn how to cope 
with exceptional disruptions in the future, and 
therefore to consider the change caused by the 
pandemic as an opportunity to further shape 
organisational culture.

Culture has been defined as a set of shared 
values and beliefs. All company representatives 
in our study – but those from Black, Green and 
Orange in particular – emphasized that the 
communication of organisational values, attitu-
des and purpose needed to be improved and 
shared amongst both employees and key part-
ners. A Blue interviewee suggested that, becau-
se large-scale disruptions are largely out of firms’ 
control, compiling knowledge from previous 
crises into a ‘playbook’ or guide that suggests 
ways to handle low-probability, high-impact SC 
disruptions would be highly beneficial. However, 
a strong prerequisite is that the organisational 
culture tolerates a degree of failure. In this vein, 
interviewees stated that, for instance, Blue will 
work to reinforce trust in and empowerment of 
operational staff to take their own decisions 
when needed; Black will arrange cross-functional 
and cross-locational workshops to establish a 
Strategic Culture Wheel comprising guiding 
principles (e.g. customer-centricity, communi-
cation, team spirit, trust, empowerment, leaders-
hip values) to engender a mindset across the 
organization that embraces digital. However, 
interviewees were careful to emphasize that such 
initiatives should be driven bottom-up to allow 
rapid decision-making and foster simple digital 
tool developments. A representative of Purple 
stated that, because of the COVID-19 pandemic’s 
effect on the global cascading of knowledge, 
they conceived a mandatory online training 
programme to provide professionals with the 
fundamental risk management skills, necessary 
behaviours and most relevant ‘dos and don’ts’. 
Similarly, Green, Orange and Yellow organized 
cross-functional training and workshops to es-
tablish a more digital culture with specific soci-
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al competencies, such as pyramidal communi-
cation, problem-solving or working in a virtual 
team environment. Overall, five out of the seven 
case company representatives reported the use 
of strategic collaborative approaches with key 
customers, suppliers and partners to strengthen 
SC cooperation, stimulate personal relationships 
and enhance an open information-exchange 
culture.

Digital upskilling through effective training 
programmes. The key importance of the human 
factor in SCM and SCRES is reflected in our own 
data, as representatives of all our case companies 
said that employee skillsets, knowledge and 
experience were decisive in responding and 
adapting to the outbreak of COVID-19 and as 
the pandemic took hold. However, all intervie-
wees agreed that the digital transformation of 
organisational and SC processes from office to 
mobile and/or flexible shift working was a fun-
damental challenge. Yet, it was vital to adopt 
new innovative collaboration tools or digital 
platforms, or to digitize and simplify processes 
to effectively manage global SC networks during 
the pandemic. Unsurprisingly, all company re-
presentatives emphasized that a supportive 
corporate culture that embraces digital SC tech-
nologies was key to coping with such exceptio-
nal SC disruption. 

Nevertheless, since all informants were impacted 
by the pandemic, our case data revealed a sig-
nificant digital skills gap in the application of 
technology across the studied firms. Although 
the pandemic forced firms to deprioritize stra-
tegic projects, including digitalisation initiatives, 
all our case informants reported that strengt-
hening digitalisation via ‘digital upskilling’ of 
their employees was a key component in adap-
ting to such major disruption in a hypercompe-
titive and dynamic business environment. 
Overall, our informants emphasized the import-
ance of adjusting culture with an innovation-ori-
ented leadership mindset and providing training 
to foster a more diverse and organisational di-
gital skillset to exploit the full potential of a 
technology-driven SC network. Moreover, our 
informants suggested that this may require that 
fewer SC managers are involved in standardized 
and repetitive tasks or processes, and that more 
SC employees assume more data- and techno-
logy-driven roles.

The findings of our study suggest that changing 
the scope of SC job roles creates new oppor-
tunities to strengthen SCRES. For instance, a 
representative of Purple stated that for mana-
gers to handle customers more efficiently th-
rough the new collaboration portal, they would 
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need some expertise in data science and coding. 
Moreover, Purple’s IT & Digitalisation depart-
ment would need to train SC employees in 
data science and robotic process automation 
to accelerate SC automation, facilitate rapid 
information exchange, improve customer ser-
vice and enhance SC efficiency. A representa-
tive of Blue expected that the firm would 
comprehensively review its current SC job roles 
and establish digital solutions as a core ingre-
dient of its SCRES. For that reason, the compa-
ny hired an external consulting firm to evalua-
te its SC professionals’ current competency 
profiles and derive their personalized ‘digital 
learning journey’. A representative of Black 
considered that big data analytics and artifici-
al intelligence (e.g. machine learning) would 
quickly become key technologies in future SCs, 
and that training will therefore be provided to 
acquire the essential skills and competencies 
needed to work in a data-driven SC setup. Hiring 
external experts was also mentioned as an 
option however the additional salary burden 
might widen any pay gap within the company 
or simply be unaffordable. Alternatively, Oran-
ge, Red and Yellow saw partnering with exter-
nal institutions as the most effective way to 
strengthen digital skillsets and initiate ‘agile 
projects’. Finally, a representative of Green sta-
ted openly that the company has grown with 
rather conservative values: leadership and 
managers lack both digital skills and digital 
mindsets. Thus, both hierarchies will participa-
te in a digital leadership programme to develop 
management’s purpose in and knowledge and 
experience of digitalisation.

Conclusion and managerial implications

The global business economy has had to find 
ways to handle the impacts of the COVID-19 
pandemic – which will continue to disrupt SC 
networks for some time –  and no doubt there 
will be similar exceptional disruptions in the 
future. The study has investigated empirically 
how these firms’ risk-aware and learning-orien-
ted corporate cultures affected their SCRES 
during the COVID-19 crisis. It has become evident 

that a supportive and adaptive corporate culture 
plays a critical role in enabling firms to respond 
effectively to unprecedented SC disruptions. 
Specifically, our research examines how various 
aspects of corporate culture, including employee 
engagement, communication, collaboration, 
change management, and digital upskilling, 
contribute to strengthening SCRES. Hence, our 
results are based on empirical evidence from the 
COVID-19 pandemic and provide several mana-
gerial implications. 

First, managers need to ensure that their firms 
can respond to and recover from exceptional SC 
disruption at least as robustly and agilely as their 
competitors. Risk-aware leaders and managers 
should foster a corporate culture of trust and 
empowerment with forward-looking perspecti-
ves to engage SC employees. Exchanging exper-
tise, sharing experience and best-practice 
approaches from the COVID-19 pandemic must 
be turned into proactive action, for example by 
establishing cross-functional employee risk 
management training programmes and creative 
working environments that stimulate unconven-
tional thinking to find new ways of handling 
disruption.

Second, we encourage managers to create a 
culture that is unafraid of risk and that embraces 
open communication (internal, external and 
amongst all SC stakeholders) to increase infor-
mation exchange across globalized SC networks. 
Our findings show that this will improve com-
panies’ ability to anticipate – and thus to react 
more quickly than their competitors to – unex-
pected SC disruption.

Third, our results highlight that superior inter-or-
ganisational SC collaboration consolidates rela-
tionships with SC partners. Engaging in joint 
initiatives, building trust and being willing to 
share information more openly will enable ma-
nagers to improve their portfolio of measures 
to maintain SCRES and thus develop better 
preparation and response strategies.

Lastly, we strongly recommend that managers 
deploy training and education programmes to 
reinforce digital upskilling and give SC professi-
onals the skillsets required to exploit the full 
potential of emerging technologies. Our study 
confirms that digital SC skills, knowledge and 
experience are invaluable in managing SC un-
certainty today.
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Figure 3: The power of 
corporate culture in 

driving supply chain 
resilience.


