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Abstract: Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), one of the largest logistics and transportation infrastructures
to date, has focused on much work in the economics and political sciences. However, little research
has been done on how BRI can affect supply chain management on the whole. Since BRI is a large-scale
logistics infrastructure-building project, it is clear that it will have several implications for supply
chains. This study aimed to fill this gap in supply chain management literature within the context of
the BRI. In particular, this paper aimed to unveil the potential challenges and threats that BRI may
bring to supply chain management. Using 20 semistructured interviews with supply chain managers
located on the BRI lane in South Asian countries (Pakistan, India, Bangladesh, etc.), this study
posed six distinct implications of BRI for logistics and supply chain management. This article
concludes by articulating its contributions to theory and practice and, finally, limitations and future
research directions.
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1. Introduction

Supply chain management has been the subject of much focus in the past decades [1–5].
These studies attempt to discuss emergent issues and opportunities concerning managing complex
supply chains [6,7], management of personal relationships [8–12], and the role of knowledge
management in supply chains [13,14]. Also, Belt and Road Initiative has gained much attention
from the international community. Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) is a fluid concept that encompasses
a variety of projects. However, this paper argues that BRI can have a strong impact on the management
of supply chains. For instance, BRI can positively affect input or product factors [15–17]. BRI can
also affect the cost, logistics, and strategic access. These factors are directly related to infrastructure
improvement [18–22]. However, there is a possibility that large geographical distance may give rise to
higher interruption through natural disasters [23].

Furthermore, another key goal of BRI is to boost the flow of goods. However, there is still
a question as to whether an increase will follow this in the flow of services, finance, and information.
Specifically, the last is a crucial prerequisite for efficient product/service flow synchronization and
supply chain management [24,25]. Shorter lead times are another key consequence of increased
commodity flows. While the effect of shorter lead times on supply chains is well studied in the general
literature, BRI is unique in that time gap is likely to be minimized independently of geographical
distance; and it also allows connections to distant geographical areas rather than improving the speed
of the path that is already in operation.
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Moreover, although lead times are shorter due to the BRI, the increased geographical distance will
pose new obstacles to supply chain flow management, such as threats of interruption and sustainability
concerns. The subject has received extremely limited attention from supply chain management scholars.
Despite such varying consequences, the topic has received extremely limited attention from supply
chain management scholars. Though China has hundreds of specialist centers that specialize in
BRI-related matters, most of them are incorporated into international law, political science, economics,
and social sciences [26]. BRI’s potential impact on the theory and practice of supply chain management
has, thus, been largely overlooked. The BRI’s global importance suggests that this is a subject
that needs greater focus both inside and outside of China supply chain management’s perspective.
This research bridges this major void within the sense of BRI in the supply chain management literature.
Therefore, the research aim of this report was to expose the consequences of BRI on logistics and supply
chain management. The following research question was developed from a review of initial literature:
How will BRI impact supply chain management?

We contribute to emergent literature on supply chain management from BRI’s perspective in the
following ways. First, this study presents different challenges and opportunities that BRI may bring
for supply chain management. Second, it contributes to theory by studying its implications from the
perspective of supply chain management rather than political science, international law, or economics.
Third, the study also provides some constructive guidelines to help firms develop effective policies
and practices.

2. Literature Review

Impacts of Belt and Road Initiative on Supply Chain Management

BRI will be an infrastructure project that is likely to have implications for supply chain and logistics
management. Studies argue that BRI bears a strong potential to disturb the status quo and deviate the
trade from traditional routes, which will raise new challenges and concerns [27–29]. Limited studies
appear on BRI’s role within the context of supply chain management, explaining how BRI can impact
certain factors in supply chain management such as product development, product quality, supply chain
resilience, transportation times, and costs. For instance, Hsu [30] studied presented issues about
product innovation. This study further outlined linked product development models with implications
for its application in the manufacturing sector. Bao and Ma [31] also argue that BRI will impact its
quality in parallel supply chains. They further argued that BRI can help manufacturers produce and
sell their product to the downstream retailers.

Huang et al. [24] reported that BRI is likely to open access to cheap labor in China’s historically
isolated western provinces and neighboring countries by ‘reducing’ perceived geographical distances.
Moving on, Chen et al. [17] carried out another analysis using a game theory approach to analyze the
competition between modes of freight transport. They also explored how BRI would help minimize
freight costs on a wide scale. On the other hand, Ponamarov and Holcomb [32] concluded that BRI
could help build more resilient supply chains, such as by enhancing the efficiency and durability of the
logistics system. BRI’s political importance about stabilizing the supply chain was discussed in another
analysis [33]. They argued that China Railway Express’ government subsidy program is good for local
businesses. Wilhelm et al. [34] argued that BRI would open up the network of companies and locations
across China and Asia, thus exposing supply chains from a sustainability perspective to new suppliers
that are potentially more remote, immature, and lagging in their growth. Moving on, Karrar [35,36]
argued that while BRI will draw and encourage the growth of larger firms, there is already a Silk Road
propelled by many independent, informal companies. These studies further stated that a major future
research challenge is how to enable these businesses to take advantage of BRI.

In addition, Gallo et al. [37] proposed a mixed model to minimize perishable products’
energy consumption. BRI has also been examined concerning its impact on supply chain
sustainability. For instance, Lin et al. [38] proposed a BRI model for green supplier selection.
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Supply chain scholars have also examined the role of BRI within the context of supply chain
logistics. Particularly, Zhang [39–41] argued that BRI will improve the logistics infrastructure in
the cross-bordering supply chain. At the same time, Chen and Yang [42] stated that port cluster
problems could be solved. The capacity constraints of the warehouses can be increased through
BRI. Also, supply chain scholars need to change the theoretical lens from an economically based
one to reflect problems such as institutional pressures if BRI is viewed as a cost of doing business.
Future studies should review BRI for this latter paradigm through the neo-institutional theoretical
framework. Moving on, Zhao et al. [43] examined the influence of BRI on agricultural products in
the southern region of China to understand the associated wastes slowing into bioenergy for energy
production. All of these studies use BRI to contextualize their study. They are conceptual, except Cheng
and Yang [42]. They suggested a model to evaluate a network’s optimum port cluster, the appropriate
port capacities, and zonal output size. Using computational tests, the authors applied their model to
the container ports along the Maritime Silk Road. See Figure 1 below.
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To sum up, while BRI has been the focus of some attention by supply chain scholars, there is
limited empirical evidence about how BRI may impact the whole supply chain. Our study attempted to
fill this gap. We contribute to an existing knowledge base by unveiling BRI’s impact on different supply
chain management (sustainable supply chains, resilience, etc.), thus improving our understanding of
BRI’s implications by taking a holistic view.

3. Methodology

3.1. Sample

Overall, 20 semistructured interviews were conducted with senior managers from three service
providers, two transporters, and two purchasing firms. The companies involved were headquartered
in Pakistan, Bangladesh, China, and Sri Lanka. The supplying firms were providing frozen food to
their international customers based overseas. The distribution centers were distributing a variety
of items including dairy products and plastic materials. Finally, the manufacturing firms were
sourcing wooden material from their international suppliers based in China. The senior managers
interviewed were designated at different positions such as Operations Manager, Accounts Manager,
Sales Manager, Chief Executive Officer, Managing Director, and Procurement Manager. The senior
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managers interviewed in this study had a work experience of over five years and had extensive
knowledge around the impact of BRI on the management of supply chain-related projects. In addition,
these senior managers had further details about companies’ profiles and interviewees, which are
provided in Table 1. To begin the process of sampling, we began with purposive sampling. In other
words, we used purposive sampling to initiate the process of interviews. Once we successfully
conducted the first interview, we asked the participant to put us in touch with another participant who
might provide further information on the phenomenon of interest.

Table 1. Profile of companies.

Firms Staff Respondents’ Positions

Supplying firm A 20,000–30,000
Sales Manager (P1)
Area Sales Manager (P2)
Customer Services Manager (P3)

Supplier firm B 15,000–20,000
Port Manager (P4)
Senior Area Sales Manager (P5)
Customer Service Manager (P6)

Supplier firm C 15,000–20,000
Accounts Manager (P7)
Procurement Manager (P8)
Chief Executive Officer (P9)

Distributor Centre A 15,000–20,000 Area Manager (P10)
Managing Direction (P11)

Distributor Centre B 20,000–30,000 Operations Manager (P12)
Customer Services Manager (P13)

Buying firm A 25,000–30,000
Procurement Manager (P14)
Project Manager (P15)
Procurement Manager (P16)

Buying firm B 20,000–30,000

Operations Manager (P17)
Managing Direction (P18)
Procurement Manager (P19)
Logistics Manager (P20)

3.2. Data Collection

Overall, three manufacturing firms, two distribution centers, and two buying firms took part in
our study. Furthermore, we interviewed senior managers within these firms only because they had
a good knowledge of BRI’s impacts on supply chain management. The interviews were conducted
from June 2020 until August 2020. After 20 interviews, the new information stopped emerging.
We, therefore, stopped any additional data collection and concluded to have reached the point of
saturation. It is also imperative to note that all respondents who participated in this study were fully
assured of confidentiality during the interview process. Their identities were also anonymized to
receive an accurate and unbiased response to the phenomenon of interest. Senior managers from three
manufacturing companies, two distribution and transport service provider centers, and two purchasing
companies from different participating countries were interviewed on the BRI lane. After 20 interviews,
theoretical saturation was reached when new themes stopped appearing. For data collection purposes,
20 interviews were considered to be enough. Throughout the interview process, respondents were
ensured anonymity and confidentiality, resulting in a specific and impartial answer to the phenomenon
of interest.

3.3. Data Analysis

We thoroughly and comprehensively relied on Strauss and Corbin’s (1990) paradigm to code and
analyzed the data. Once the data collection process was completed, we did a thorough line-by-line
analysis to begin open coding. Open coding helped us segregate the data into many discrete events
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and actions and then assign a specific code to each of these. Furthermore, we also facilitated the
process of data coding using NVIVO software. Second, we also used axial coding to conduct a deep
analysis of each category developed during open coding. Finally, axial helped us to develop a variable
of interest only. To ensure the trustworthiness of the findings, the four principles of Guba and
Lincoln [44] (credibility, transferability, dependability, and conformability) were strictly followed.
We also conducted eight follow-up interviews to enhance the trustworthiness of the study. Figure 2
below illustrates the qualitative research process undertaken for this study.

J. Open Innov. Technol. Mark. Complex. 2020, 6, x FOR PEER REVIEW 5 of 14 

3.3. Data Analysis 

We thoroughly and comprehensively relied on Strauss and Corbin’s (1990) paradigm to code 
and analyzed the data. Once the data collection process was completed, we did a thorough line-by-
line analysis to begin open coding. Open coding helped us segregate the data into many discrete 
events and actions and then assign a specific code to each of these. Furthermore, we also facilitated 
the process of data coding using NVIVO software. Second, we also used axial coding to conduct a 
deep analysis of each category developed during open coding. Finally, axial helped us to develop a 
variable of interest only. To ensure the trustworthiness of the findings, the four principles of Guba 
and Lincoln [44] (credibility, transferability, dependability, and conformability) were strictly 
followed. We also conducted eight follow-up interviews to enhance the trustworthiness of the study. 
Figure 2 below illustrates the qualitative research process undertaken for this study. 

. 

Figure 2. Qualitative research process. 
Figure 2. Qualitative research process.

4. Results

4.1. Reduced Geographical Distance and Building Supply Chain Configuration

Managers’ interviews revealed that BRI will have a significant impact on supply chain configuration.
Respondents further argued that BRI can play a pivotal role in reducing transportation costs and
times. An interview with two respondents (P1 and P7) revealed that BRI would help firms expand
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their operations on a wider scale and they will further be in a position to compete internationally by
deciding how to spread activities in its value chain. Furthermore, respondents argue that the biggest
challenge that firms face today is how to develop the optimal level of configuration for the products,
manufacturing process, and supply sources. Respondents further narrated that BRI will also streamline
the firm’s ability to make an effective and efficient supply chain that will, at the same time, be in
a position to take advantage of different locations and resources and further limit the negative effects
of geographical distances.

Contrary to the above arguments, three respondents (P7, P8, and P9) revealed that BRI will
reduce transportation timings across countries; however, there is a negative side associated with
it. That is, BRI will enable access to cheap labor in China (particularly China’s remote areas) and
neighboring countries, due to shrinkage in geographical distances. This will adversely affect low-wage
and developing economies, which are now moving forward to developed nations like Bangladesh and
India. In other words, these countries might lose an opportunity to provide enough employment to
their people as most of the workforce will remain limited to remote Chinese areas. These respondents
narrated that different countries would be required to form a geographical perspective to stay connected.

Additional interviews with respondents support the above results. These respondents narrated
that BRI will help businesses better organize their supply chain networks and process to achieve their
operational and strategic goals. For instance, BRI will strengthen the coordination plans, mainly focusing
on hard infrastructure like roads, high-speed railways, marine routes, and pipelines as well as energy
generation projects. Respondents further narrated that BRI will also result in reduced lead times at
a low cost. BRI will also have a positive impact on the inventory placement decision as part of the
supply chain. Respondents further narrated that manufacturers nowadays are under heavy pressure
to reduce the cost and time associated with developing the product and the quality and functionality.
BRI will also allow manufacturers to develop products within the minimum time frame without
compromising the quality. It will open up a new avenue for manufacturers to interact with suppliers at
different supply chain stages. Furthermore, BRI will significantly impact the supply chain configuration
at an early stage of product development concerning managing inventory and stock placement issues
in the supply chain. An excerpt from the interview of one of the participants (P3) reveals that Belt and
Road Initiative will reduce transportation times among widely spread countries. It will also improve
supply chain practices among the firms by reducing excess inventory and stocks.

4.2. Efficient Supply Chain Resilience

Interviews with respondents unveiled that BRI can contribute significantly to enhancing supply
chain resilience. For instance, P3 and P4 reported that BRI could result in more significant and
established resilience in supply chains, increasing the logistics infrastructure’s quality and dependability.
This respondent further argued that one of BRI’s main goals is to build the latest and cutting-edge
logistics infrastructure, improving supply chain resilience. This interviewee also argued that BRI
will also increase visibility and further enhance collaboration among supply chain firms through
greater connectivity. This respondent argued that BRI could contribute through policy making on how
infrastructure should be developed and provide a high resilience to supply chains that will rely on this
infrastructure. These respondents further revealed that BRI will enable supply chains to prepare and
effectively respond to disruptions in a timely and most effective way. This respondent further argued
that BRI will result in building large-scale logistics infrastructure and capabilities, which can be built
successfully for supply chain resilience, specifically in complex supply chains, and BRI would add
value to this very long-complex issue.

Additional interviews with respondents revealed that BRI can improve supply chains through
enhanced infrastructure built over the years among partnering countries. Besides, BRI will be in
a better position to accommodate disruptions as there will be more suppliers and buyers in the global
market, which will make it easy for customers to switch suppliers or if they have to redesign their
product. Furthermore, BRI will provide a competitive advantage to the supplying firms and will
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further reduce customer perception of assumed risk and move companies to risk resiliency. An excerpt
from the interview of P2 provides support to the above findings. This respondent argued that the
highly developed infrastructure can play an important role in building resilient supply chains.

Well, I can certainly tell you that BRI is going to develop high-quality roads, railway, and transport
networks. In fact, this is one of the main objectives of BRI. Such an effective and efficient network will
help firms to respond effectively to any disruptions. It will even support firms in becoming more and
more competitive, which is indeed a positive sign.

4.3. Threats to Supply Chain Resilience

Some respondents also argued that BRI can also pose a threat to effective supply chain resilience
through difficulty managing infrastructure. These are discussed in detail below.

Maintenance of Infrastructure

Respondents also argued that BRI can threaten firms willing to be supply chain resilient
as challenges will always remain there concerning managing or maintaining the infrastructure.
These respondents narrated that this is particularly important for remote areas where firms lack access
to required resources to remain resilient. Additional interviews with respondents provided similar
stories about how managing logistics infrastructure could be challenging due to BRI. For instance,
P9, P10, and P13 reported that firms must never forget that the disruptions in supply chains occur
not only through unpredictable or unforeseen circumstances/conditions, but they can also emerge
through the slow destruction of the actual physical infrastructure. This slow erosion may result in less
effective infrastructure or perhaps leading to a complete disruption. For instance, roads, rail networks,
and bridges can collapse if not taken care of properly, which can adversely affect the logistics facilities
and routes among the partnering nations. These respondents (in contrast to what other respondents
mention of the benefits attributed to BRI) raised a concern that firms should invest in understanding
a complete and detailed view of how BRI is going to impact the supply chain resilience as it does not
make sense to only discuss how BRI can positively impact logistics infrastructure.

4.4. Issues Affecting Supply Chain Sustainability

Many respondents narrated that BRI can affect supply chain sustainability through social issues.
These are discussed below.

Social Issues

Interviews with respondents revealed that BRI is not only likely to affect the environment, but it
can also adversely affect social issues such as human rights, health, and safety as well as community
initiatives. Three respondents narrated that BRI will increase the pool of firms across different nations
and countries, which will make it difficult for the practices organizations usually adopt to detect and
further rectify social problems in the supply chain networks. These respondents further argued that
firms will lack opportunities to detect any social problems in supply chains. For instance, firms might
find it challenging to conduct audits against the suppliers’ code of conduct or, in other instances,
might struggle with approaching suppliers having third-party certifications. Respondents also argued
that because of the wide network of firms and locations resulting from BRI, buyers will struggle to
develop any remediation plan in place, such as more regular audits and perhaps conducting and
arranging training sessions on the value associated with the social reforms.

Additional interviews with four respondents revealed similar stories. They contended that BRI
will generate more social issues, which will affect supply chain sustainability. For instance, a detailed
discussion with these respondents revealed that as BRI will open up more locations and networks
of firms across China and Asia. This will expose the supply chain to a pool of new and immature
suppliers. Furthermore, such suppliers could be based on partner countries’ remote areas and lag in
their sustainable development and meeting buyers’ demand. Furthermore, respondents narrated that
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buying firms are usually familiar with supplying firms’ locations (i.e., where and how their products
are made and the prevailing conditions under which production occurs). BRI will pose a risk in buying
firms to fully understand the supplying firms’ business operations. Moreover, that will be even more
challenging when dealing with suppliers located in geographically remote areas, specifically developing
economics. Respondents closed the discussion by stressing that firms are unsure whether BRI will
improve or deteriorate the overall transparency in supply chains. Consider an excerpt from one of the
participants (P7).

My point is that BRI will make it extremely difficult for firms to work with suppliers who can
fully comply with the quality requirements. This is even truer for suppliers based in remote areas of
developing countries participating in BRI.

4.5. Managing Cross-Border Supply Chain Management

Interestingly, many respondents revealed that one of the most important aspects that make a supply
chain, which is rooted in characteristics of BRI, is a dire need to effectively manage a cross-border supply
chain, especially among the developing nations. These respondents narrated that firms are aware of
the risks and challenges that emerge when handling cross-border supply chains in developed countries.
However, there is a risk associated with managing cross-border supply chains in developing countries.
Specifically, smaller firms in these developing countries, including many central Asian countries, do
not have the full potential to rely on external support from logistics providers or third-party logistics
providers. These respondents argued that BRI targets and works to foster and develop large firms and
further neglects to invest in small-scale firms. So how firms can develop themselves in BRI is a further
investigation and needs further attention as BRI moves further.

Additional interviews with respondents (P12, P14, P15, and P19) revealed that firms
need to carefully evaluate potential implications that would be brought into cross-border
trade due to BRI. These respondents argued that while larger firms will survive, small firms
might struggle with connectivity and multi-modal logistics and increase overall trade growth.
Furthermore, these respondents also stated that BRI is expected to transform the trade due to
infrastructure developments and further increase cross-border growth and economic development.
This leverage might only be limited to already established countries. Consequently, countries need to
transform their small firms to give them enough room to experience cross-border growth.

4.6. Disposition of BRI

Perhaps, one of the most important points that can be inferred from a detailed discussion on
supply chains is how/whether the supply chain would accept the change or not. Different firms
are perceiving BRI in different ways. For instance, some respondents portrayed BRI as a sort of
infrastructural innovation: a substantial and perhaps a radical change in the creation and management
of roads, trains, and air networks. However, respondents raised a caution that if you view BRI as an
infrastructural innovation and something that is completely going to change the supply chain’s flow,
one must remain mindful that managing such flows will require a different set of criteria.

Further discussion with two more respondents provides similar stances on the deployment of
BRI. For instance, they argued that if BRI is viewed as an “innovation”, several issues can emerge.
For instance, factors that can potentially affect the adoption and diffusion of BRI’s new infrastructure
and the decision’s adoption timing. These respondents also argued that BRI can be viewed as the cost
of doing business besides an innovation. However, suppose BRI is going to increase the cost of doing
business for firms from partnering countries. How these costs can be minimized in a supply chain
requires attention.

Additional interviews with respondents raised concerns related to how the deployment of BRI
could be a big challenge. For instance, three respondents (P8, P9, and P18) contended that one of the
biggest challenges that supply chain firms face is responding to BRI changes. For instance, changes in
trade diversion efficiency of logistics will affect the border process, which might not be fully accepted
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by the supply chain member firms. These authors also argued that firms need to be cautious enough
about and need to ponder whether they will accept or reject the changes that could be expected once
BRI has rolled over the participating countries. Figure 3 below provides the summary of the results.
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5. Implications for Theory

This is perhaps the first research that offers analytical proof of BRI’s effect on supply chain
management prototypes. Results suggest, in particular, that BRI will impact supply chain management
in six major distinct ways. In the beginning, BRI would enhance the configuration of the supply
chain by shortened transport times, while at the same time adding numerous, complex sources of risk
(inherent political threats and difficulties in the management of logistics infrastructure) are introduced,
which calls for more research on supply chain resilience [7,17,19,30,31,33,45]. BRI may also harm the
climate and other societal considerations, such as the frequent checks of suppliers and the results of
adequately accredited suppliers, as many suppliers could be based in the remote areas of BRI roads.
Besides, cross-border supply chain management for small- and medium-sized businesses in developed
countries could also be impacted by the BRI. Finally, there is a concern about whether businesses
within the supply chain would approve or oppose the improvements resulting from the BRI.

Another contribution of this paper is that it delves further into BRI’s expected effect on the
multiple variables deciding the decisions on position and supply chains’ movement. Ellram [46]
argued, for example, that considerations such as expense, workforce, logistics, supply chain instability,
and country risk may affect the location decisions of the businesses. Study results offer empirical
evidence for some of the core problems described by Ellram [46]. When deciding on locations with
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BRI, businesses will experience that. For example, Ellram [46] argued that the BRI would increase
primary capital access for businesses. This research gives observational proof that BRI can assist
businesses in obtaining access to additional capital. The results also support the claims raised by
Ellram [46] empirically, which may affect the company’s decision on location decisions, such as
improved availability and transport efficiency, higher risk through bilateral relationships, and, finally,
firms’ increase of firms’ access to suppliers and markets between developing economies.

6. Implications for Practice

This study has direct practical implications as well. It highlights the benefits that supply chain
management can enjoy as a result of BRI. Moreover, it also highlights key issues and challenges
that supply chain management might incur within the context of BRI. First, BRI can increase the
complexity of supply chain decisions. Different firms, depending on their size and integration into BRI,
will respond to the changing supply chain management needs in different styles. Perhaps one of the
most notable points that this study raises is how firms will respond to the changes as this will shape the
competitive landscape and further define which firms will be successful and become a victim of failure
in the BRI era. Therefore, at the outset, this paper suggests firms be very careful when they become
a part of BRI and think twice about how they will opt for and respond to the changes (gaining access to
more resources or accessing suppliers in remote areas). This is particularly important for small-scale
firms as they will not have access to many resources. At the same time, BRI will serve as a unique
platform for logistics companies to boost their market and contribute to the success of BRI, while at the
same time, buying firms can struggle to find and develop a relationship with suppliers in the remote
areas, particularly in developing economies. Besides, supplying firms’ social issues will also peak
(whether manufacturers meet product quality standards). Therefore, this study suggests buying firms
ensure that they approach and work with suppliers with proper certifications or encourage suppliers
to seek required certifications. This paper also argues that firms should emphasize the need for more
transparency in supply chains as this will let buyers and the end consumers fully understand their
products’ provenance.

Furthermore, the onus is on suppliers to provide all up-to-date and full-fledged information
to the firms on how and under what conditions they make products. This will result in enhanced
supply chain sustainability. Results also suggest that small firms may find it difficult to engage in the
cross-border supply chain in developing economies in the context of BRI. Therefore, we suggest that
the government encourage small firms to foster their development and eventually become a larger
enterprise. Results also suggest that BRI might not necessarily bring benefits to the participating
countries. It can increase the country’s expenditure, and the cost of doing business may go up.
Firms should, therefore, be cautious to fully evaluate their situation before adopting BRI.

7. Discussion

While many studies exist in the supply chain domain on the role of BRI [37,47–49], most of
them use BRI as a context only for work conducted on other topics, and there is no empirical
evidence to support the claims raised. Indeed, BRI is a mega project and unique phenomenon of
this time, worthy of observation, and demands empirical work specifically to BRI’s implication on
supply chains and logistics management (access to resources, reducing excess production capacities,
and location decisions for manufacturing, etc.). Indeed, the Belt and Road Initiative, one of the largest
infrastructure projects undertaken so far in the 20th century, has been a subject of keen attention in
other disciplines/fields such as economics and finance. Its application to the supply chain and logistics
domain has been nonexistent, even though it is clear that one of the main objectives of BRI is to develop
a quality logistics infrastructure. Therefore, this article’s main purpose was to explore the impact
of the Belt and Road Initiative on the supply chain and logistics management. The results highlight
that BRI certainly has the potential to affect many aspects of supply chain management. For instance,
the first and predominant issues could be related to the supply chain configuration. In particular,



J. Open Innov. Technol. Mark. Complex. 2020, 6, 136 11 of 14

results suggest that BRI will shrink the geographical distances and China’s infrastructure investment
in other countries for those countries to make use of their cheap labor. This will create imbalance once
again between China and other developing economies. In addition, while BRI will shorten the lead
times, increased geographical distance raises new challenges to managing supply chain flows, such as
disruption risks and sustainability issues. This study also debates that while BRI will improve supply
chain resilience through the development of quality infrastructure, it also poses future challenges in
political terms and to managing logistics infrastructure in the long run. These findings support a study
by Diener [50] and Tahseen and Owen [51] on BRI’s role in supply chains. This study argued that BRI’s
infrastructure is very distinct and possess inherent risks. Furthermore, this study’s results are unique
because it takes a holistic and thorough review of the supply chain instead of just focusing on a single
aspect such as resilience or sustainability. We, therefore, argue that our results offer much deeper and
more comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon.

Furthermore, this study argues that BRI will also adversely impact environmental and social
factors, which will pose future challenges to maintain supply chain sustainability. These findings
are consistent with a recent study conducted by Zhao et al. [43] on green supply chains, arguing that
BRI will result in higher pollution and wastage dissemination. Other studies also argued that BRI
might pose a serious threat to the management of sustainable supply chains as BRI comes with several
potential environmental and social risks, which might be difficult to address. Furthermore, firms within
supply chains will find it challenging to find suppliers who can meet their expectations when making
regular audits. Data analysis also suggests that smaller firms or perhaps small- and medium-sized
enterprises, specifically within Asian countries, might not be able to counter management cross-border
supply chain management effectively as BRI comprises a global and multi-country context and only
favors larger firms. Finally, and perhaps, the real challenges lie in the fact of the extent to which
supply chain member firms can adopt or reject the changes brought by BRI, as different participants
presented different perceptions regarding BRI (for instance, some regarded BRI as an “innovation”
from individual perspective while some treat it as “diffusion”).

8. Conclusions, Limitations, and Future Research Directions

There are some drawbacks to this study. First, this study focused on 20 interviews in a small-scale
sample. It was also not possible to generalize the findings to the larger population. Second, this study
selected the sample size only situated on the BRI lane from Asian countries. In this developing field,
there are more avenues for potential study. Next, the results of this thesis should be tested to show its
conformity by quantitative examination. Furthermore, because of its minimal or restricted access to
human and natural resources, BRI offers access to a portion of the planet that has been ignored for
many years. Therefore, future research should explore how to create sustainable and resilient supply
chains that can connect developed economies with developing economies.

Besides, this mega-infrastructure program’s obstacles and benefits are likely to be special and
distinct within a single nation from smaller infrastructure projects. Future studies should then aim
to expose the particular challenges involved with BRI and investigate alternative ways to resolve
these concerns. Carrying out such studies (identifying issues and suggesting solutions) will offer
valuable insights into other global development initiatives that might appear over the next two to three
decades. Some scholars have also argued that certain factors could influence the implementation of
BRI’s digital technology.

Furthermore, it is possible to view BRI as an activity for economic gain to give a certain
boost to the country’s GDP or, perhaps, it can result in higher expenditure for the given economy.
Hence, prospective work on future studies must see whether BRI can be viewed as an economic
advantage or even an expense associated with doing business in developed countries. Most importantly,
BRI is a concept that is fascinating but requires analytical work. Therefore, future studies should
research this subject area and ask what BRI means for supply chain management literature.
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