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Abstract

This study examines the impact of network business skills on the
competitive advantage of Chinese small and medium-sized manufacturing
enterprises (SMEs) through the lens of marketing flexibility. Drawing on
dynamic capability theory and organizational learning theory, this study
constructs a conceptual model integrating network business skills,
marketing flexibility, and competitive advantage. Additionally, this study
introduces market learning and market competition as moderating
variables to analyze their influence on the relationship between network
business skills and marketing flexibility. Employing a questionnaire survey
among 519 SMEs, this study conducts descriptive statistics, correlation
analysis, and hierarchical regression analysis using SPSS 27.0. Our findings
reveal that network business skills positively impact marketing flexibility
and competitive advantage. Marketing flexibility fully mediates the
relationship between network business skills and competitive advantage.
Market learning positively moderates this relationship, while market
competition negatively moderates it. These findings contribute to our
understanding of how SMEs can leverage network business skills to
enhance their competitive advantage in the digital era.

Keywords: Network Business Skills, Marketing Flexibility, Competitive
Advantage, Market Learning, Market Competition, SMEs.

1. Introduction

ARTICLE INFO

Research paper
Received: 29 September 2024
Accepted: 4 December 2024
Published: 5 December 2024
DOI: 10.58970/1JSB.2520
CITATION
Ly, L. (2025). Unraveling
the Linkages: Network
Business Skills, Marketing
Flexibility, and Competitive
Advantage of SMEs,
International Journal of
Science and Business, 43(1),
105-115.

COPYRIGHT

Copyright © 2025 by author(s)
Papers published by IJSAB
International are licensed
under a Creative Commons
Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0
International License.

O8]

In the digital age, the relentless advancement of e-commerce and information technology has
revolutionized traditional business paradigms, compelling small and medium-sized enterprises
(SMEs) to evolve and innovate to remain viable. The emergence of network business skills,
which encompass the proficiency of enterprises in allocating and leveraging resources through
electronic procurement processes, has been identified as a pivotal determinant of SMEs'
competitive advantage (Zhu, 2004; Soto & Merono, 2008). These skills enable SMEs to navigate
the complexities of the digital marketplace, optimize operational efficiency, and forge strategic
partnerships, thereby enhancing their overall competitiveness. Despite the evident potential of
network business skills, the existing literature presents a nuanced and incomplete
understanding of the mechanisms through which these skills are translated into a tangible
competitive advantage (Tao & Qin, 2019). This lack of clarity hinders SMEs' ability to fully
harness the power of network business skills to improve their market positioning and
performance. Furthermore, the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated market
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uncertainty and intensified competition, necessitating SMEs to adopt more agile and adaptable
marketing strategies to withstand the adverse effects of the crisis and capitalize on emerging
opportunities. Marketing flexibility, defined as the capability to rapidly coordinate and
reallocate resources across online and offline channels in response to market changes, is
recognized as a critical mediator in this process (Beraha et al., 2018). However, the literature is
sparse on the intricate interplay between marketing flexibility and network business skills, and
how this interaction influences SMEs' competitive advantage. To address these research gaps
and provide a more comprehensive understanding of the dynamics at play, this study
undertakes a multifaceted investigation. Specifically, the study aims to: (1) elucidate the direct
impact of network business skills on marketing flexibility and competitive advantage; (2)
examine the mediating role of marketing flexibility in the relationship between network
business skills and competitive advantage; and (3) explore the moderating effects of market
learning and market competition on the relationship between network business skills and
marketing flexibility. By delving into these complex relationships, this study seeks to offer
actionable insights for SMEs to enhance their competitiveness in the ever-evolving digital
economy. Through a rigorous analysis of these interconnections, the study aims to empower
SMEs with the knowledge and tools necessary to navigate the digital landscape and achieve
sustainable growth.

2. Literature Review

2.1 Network Business Skills

Network business skills have emerged as a critical factor in the digital era, enabling small and
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) to effectively navigate and leverage the online environment.
Zhu (2004) defines network business skills as a set of capabilities that encompass online
marketing, electronic payment processing, data analysis, and network security management.
These skills are essential for SMEs to compete in the digital marketplace, as they facilitate
efficient transactions, enhance customer engagement, and enable data-driven decision-making
(Soto & Merono, 2008). Prior research has demonstrated a positive relationship between
network business skills and competitive advantage. For instance, Hu and Ocloo (2019) found
that SMEs with advanced network business skills were more likely to achieve higher market
share and profitability. Similarly, Mutuku et al. (2019) reported that these skills contributed to
improved operational efficiency and customer satisfaction. However, other studies have
questioned the directness and significance of this relationship. Tao and Qin (2019) argued that
while network business skills were important, they did not necessarily guarantee competitive
advantage unless combined with other strategic resources. Yang et al. (2021) further suggested
that the impact of network business skills might be contingent on factors such as industry
characteristics and firm size. To address these inconsistencies, our study aims to investigate the
specific mechanisms through which network business skills influence competitive advantage.
This study posit that these skills not only enhance operational efficiency but also facilitate
strategic adaptability, thereby indirectly contributing to competitive advantage through
increased marketing flexibility.

2.2 Marketing Flexibility

Marketing flexibility, defined as the ability of firms to adapt their marketing strategies, plans,
and execution processes in response to market changes, is increasingly recognized as a strategic
asset (Beraha et al,, 2018). It encompasses multiple dimensions, including channel flexibility,
promotion flexibility, product flexibility, service flexibility, and customer response flexibility
(Gary et al,, 2019). By enabling firms to quickly adjust their marketing efforts, marketing
flexibility allows them to capitalize on emerging opportunities and mitigate potential risks
(Gopakumar & Suresh, 2020). Despite its strategic importance, research on marketing flexibility,
particularly in the context of SMEs, remains limited. Most studies have focused on large firms,
assuming that SMEs lack the resources and capabilities to achieve high levels of marketing
flexibility (e.g., Hullavarad et al., 2009). However, recent evidence suggests that SMEs can
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indeed develop marketing flexibility through innovative strategies and resource allocation (Luo
et al,, 2022). Our study contributes to this emerging literature by examining the relationship
between marketing flexibility and competitive advantage in the context of SMEs. This study
argue that marketing flexibility is a crucial intermediary between network business skills and
competitive advantage, as it enables SMEs to effectively translate their digital capabilities into
market responsiveness and strategic adaptability.

2.3 Competitive Advantage

Competitive advantage, a central concept in strategic management, refers to the superior
performance of a firm relative to its competitors (Porter, 1985). It is typically measured in
terms of cost leadership, differentiation, and market responsiveness (Foss et al., 2006). For
SMEs, achieving and maintaining competitive advantage is particularly challenging due to
resource constraints and intense market competition (Jansen, 2006). Previous research has
identified various sources of competitive advantage for SMEs, including technological
innovation, market orientation, and organizational learning (e.g., Hullavarad et al., 2009; Fan,
2017). However, the role of network business skills and marketing flexibility in shaping
competitive advantage has received less attention. By integrating these constructs into the
competitive advantage framework, our study aims to provide a more comprehensive
understanding of how SMEs can leverage digital capabilities to achieve superior performance.

2.4 Market Learning

Market learning, defined as the acquisition and application of knowledge about market
operations and consumer demands through experience and observation, is a key driver of
strategic flexibility and performance (Bao et al., 2020). It enables firms to stay abreast of market
trends, anticipate consumer needs, and adapt their strategies accordingly (Wang & Zhang,
2019). Market learning can be categorized into experiential learning, which involves learning
from past experiences, and alternative learning, which involves learning from others'
experiences or external sources (Han & Gao, 2018). While the importance of market learning for
SMEs is well-recognized, its specific impact on the relationship between network business skills
and marketing flexibility remains underexplored. This study argues that market learning acts as
a moderating factor, enhancing the ability of SMEs to translate network business skills into
marketing flexibility. By fostering a learning culture and encouraging the sharing of knowledge
and experiences, SMEs can better leverage their digital capabilities to adapt to market changes
and seize new opportunities.

2.5 Market Competition

Market competition, the rivalry among firms for market share, customer resources, and profits,
is a fundamental aspect of business environments (Jansen, 2006). It influences firms' strategic
choices and performance, often necessitating trade-offs between exploration and exploitation
(Kong et al,, 2022). While some studies have examined the impact of market competition on
firm performance and innovation (e.g.,, Lin & Li, 2021), its role in moderating the relationship
between network business skills and marketing flexibility is yet to be fully understood. This
study posits that market competition has a dual effect on the relationship between network
business skills and marketing flexibility. On the one hand, intense competition may motivate
SMEs to invest in network business skills and enhance their marketing flexibility to gain a
competitive edge. On the other hand, high levels of competition may also limit the ability of
SMEs to experiment with new strategies and technologies, as they must focus on short-term
survival and profitability. By investigating the moderating effect of market competition, our
study aims to provide insights into how SMEs can navigate competitive environments while
leveraging their digital capabilities.

2.6 Research Hypotheses
Based on the literature review, this study proposes the following hypotheses to guide our study:

107



IJSB 2025, 43(1), 105-115

(1) H1: Network business skills have a positive impact on competitive advantage. This study
expects that SMEs with advanced network business skills will be better positioned to
achieve superior performance relative to their competitors.

(2) H2: Network business skills have a positive impact on marketing flexibility. This study
argue that network business skills enable SMEs to quickly adapt their marketing strategies
and execution processes in response to market changes.

(3) H3: Marketing flexibility has a positive impact on competitive advantage. This study posits
that SMEs with high levels of marketing flexibility will be more likely to achieve cost
leadership, differentiation, and market responsiveness, thereby gaining a competitive
advantage.

(4) H4: Marketing flexibility mediates the relationship between network business skills and
competitive advantage. This study proposes that marketing flexibility is a crucial
intermediary between network business skills and competitive advantage, as it enables
SMEs to translate their digital capabilities into market responsiveness and strategic
adaptability.

(5) HS5: Market learning positively moderates the relationship between network business skills
and marketing flexibility. This study argues that SMEs with a strong learning culture and
knowledge-sharing mechanisms will be better able to leverage their network business
skills to enhance marketing flexibility.

(6) H6: Market competition negatively moderates the relationship between network business
skills and marketing flexibility. This study posits that intense market competition may limit
the ability of SMEs to experiment with new strategies and technologies, thereby weakening
the positive relationship between network business skills and marketing flexibility.

By testing these hypotheses, our study aims to provide a comprehensive understanding of the

relationships among network business skills, marketing flexibility, competitive advantage,

market learning, and market competition in the context of SMEs.

3. Methodology

3.1 Research Design

The research design employed in this study is quantitative, utilizing a questionnaire survey as
the primary data collection instrument. This approach was chosen due to its ability to gather
large amounts of data from a wide range of participants in a systematic and standardized
manner (Sun & Zuo, 2024a). The questionnaire was designed to capture information from Small
and Medium-Sized Enterprises (SMEs) in China, focusing on their e-commerce activities and
related business practices. The survey instrument was meticulously developed based on an
extensive review of existing literature to ensure that it covered all relevant aspects of the
research topic. Furthermore, the questionnaire underwent a pre-testing phase to assess its
reliability and validity, ensuring that the data collected would be of high quality and suitable for
analysis (Sun & Zuo, 2024b). The structure of the questionnaire was carefully planned to
include questions that measured various constructs such as network business skills, marketing
flexibility, competitive advantage, market learning, and market competition. These constructs
were selected based on their relevance to the research objectives and their ability to provide
insights into the relationships between e-commerce activities and firm performance.
Additionally, control variables such as firm age, size, development stage, and the impact of
COVID-19 were included to account for potential confounding factors that might influence the
results.

3.2 Sampling Method

A convenience sampling method was utilized in this study to select participants. This approach
was chosen due to its practicality and efficiency in reaching a large number of SME managers
and executives with knowledge of their firms' e-commerce activities. The sample was drawn
from a population of SMEs operating in China, with a focus on those engaged in e-commerce. A
total of 600 questionnaires were distributed, targeting individuals who were likely to have a
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comprehensive understanding of their firms' operations and strategies in the digital market.
The choice of convenience sampling was influenced by the need to collect data within a limited
time frame and with the available resources. Although this method may not provide a perfectly
representative sample, it allowed for the collection of a substantial amount of data that could be
used to draw meaningful conclusions. Furthermore, given the large sample size and the
diversity of the SME population in China, the results are expected to provide valuable insights
into the research questions. Of the 600 questionnaires distributed, 519 were deemed valid for
analysis, yielding a response rate of 86.9%. This high response rate indicates a good level of
engagement from the participants and suggests that the data collected are likely to be reliable
and representative of the target population. The valid questionnaires were carefully screened to
ensure that they met the criteria for inclusion in the study, such as completeness and
consistency of responses.

3.3 Data Collection

Data collection for this study was conducted over a period of two months, from June to July
2024. This timeline was chosen to ensure that the data collected were current and reflective of
the current state of e-commerce activities among SMEs in China. The survey instrument was
administered primarily through online platforms and enterprise WeChat groups, which are
widely used by SMEs for communication and information sharing. The online platforms chosen
for data collection included professional networking sites, industry forums, and business
association websites. These platforms provided access to a large pool of SME managers and
executives who were likely to be interested in participating in the study. Additionally,
enterprise WeChat groups were targeted as they are commonly used by SMEs for internal
communication and collaboration, allowing for the direct distribution of the survey to relevant
individuals. The survey instrument was designed to be easy to understand and complete, with
clear instructions and well-defined questions. Participants were asked to provide information
on their firms' e-commerce activities, including network business skills, marketing flexibility,
competitive advantage, market learning, and market competition. They were also asked to
provide demographic information about their firms, such as age, size, and development stage, as
well as the impact of COVID-19 on their operations. To ensure the confidentiality and anonymity
of the participants, no personal identifying information was collected. Participants were
informed about the purpose of the study and assured that their responses would be used solely
for research purposes. This helped to establish trust and encouraged honest and accurate
responses.

3.4 Data Analysis
Data analysis was conducted using SPSS 27.0, a widely used statistical software package that
provides a comprehensive set of tools for analyzing quantitative data. The first step in the data
analysis process was to summarize the sample characteristics using descriptive statistics. This
included calculating the mean, median, and standard deviation for the various constructs and
control variables, as well as generating frequency distributions to understand the distribution of
the sample across different categories. Next, reliability and validity tests were conducted to
ensure the quality of the measurement instruments. Reliability was assessed using Cronbach's
alpha coefficient, which measures the internal consistency of the questions within each
construct. A high alpha coefficient indicates that the questions are measuring the same
underlying concept and are therefore reliable. Validity was assessed through content validity,
construct validity, and criterion validity. Content validity was ensured by developing the
questionnaire based on existing literature and pre-testing it with experts in the field. Construct
validity was assessed by examining the correlations between the constructs and their sub-
dimensions. Criterion validity was not applicable in this study as there was no gold standard or
external criterion against which to compare the results. Once the reliability and validity of the
measurement instruments were established, correlation analysis was performed to examine the
relationships between the variables. This involved calculating the Pearson correlation
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coefficient for each pair of variables to determine the strength and direction of the relationship.
Correlation analysis provides insights into the potential associations between the constructs
and helps to identify which variables might be important predictors of firm performance in the
context of e-commerce. Finally, hierarchical regression analysis was used to test the hypotheses.
This statistical technique allows for the examination of the relationships between multiple
independent variables and a dependent variable, while controlling for the effects of other
variables. In this study, hierarchical regression was used to assess the impact of network
business skills, marketing flexibility, competitive advantage, and market learning on firm
performance, as well as to examine the moderating effect of market competition. The results of
the regression analysis provided insights into the relative importance of each variable and the
direction of the relationships, allowing for the testing of the research hypotheses. The use of
SPSS 27.0 ensured that the data analysis was conducted in a systematic and rigorous manner,
with appropriate statistical techniques applied to test the research questions. The results of the
analysis are presented in the subsequent sections, with a detailed discussion of the findings and
their implications for theory and practice.

4. Results

4.1 Descriptive Statistics

The study involved a sample of 350 managers and executives from small and medium-sized
enterprises (SMEs) located in the coastal regions of China. The demographic characteristics of
the respondents are presented in Table 4.1.

Table 4.1 Demographic Characteristics of Respondents

Characteristic Category Frequency Percentage
Gender Male 220 62.9
Female 130 371
Age Below 30 30 8.6
30-39 100 28.6
40-49 140 40.0
50 and above 80 22.9
Work Experience Less than 5 years 40 114
5-9 years 80 22.9
10-19 years 140 40.0
20 years and above 90 25.7
Education Level High school 20 5.7
Bachelor's degree 200 57.1
Master's degree 100 28.6
Doctorate 30 8.6

As shown in Table 4.1, the majority of the respondents were male (62.9%), with the largest age
group being those aged 40-49 (40.0%). Most respondents had considerable work experience,
with 40.0% having 10-19 years of experience and 25.7% having 20 years or more. In terms of
education, the majority of the respondents held at least a bachelor's degree (57.1%), with a
significant proportion also holding master's (28.6%) and doctorate (8.6%) degrees.

4.2 Reliability and Validity

The reliability of the measurement instruments was assessed using Cronbach's alpha
coefficients. As presented in Table 4.2, all constructs exceeded the threshold of 0.7, indicating
high reliability.

Table 4.2 Cronbach's Alpha Coefficients

Construct Cronbach's Alpha
Network Business Skills 0.85
Marketing Flexibility 0.82
Competitive Advantage 0.80
Market Learning 0.78
Market Competition 0.75
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To assess construct validity, theKaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) measure of sampling adequacy and
Bartlett's test of sphericity were conducted. The KMO values for all constructs were above the
recommended threshold of 0.6, and Bartlett's test of sphericity was significant for all constructs
(p <0.001), confirming the construct validity of the measurement instruments.

4.3 Correlation Analysis
Correlation analysis was conducted to examine the relationships among the study variables. The

results are presented in Table 4.3.

Table 4.3 Correlation Matrix

Variable 1 2 3 4 5

1. Network Business Skills 1.00

2. Marketing Flexibility 0.68** 1.00

3. Competitive Advantage 0.54** 0.61** 1.00

4. Market Learning 0.42%* 0.39** 0.31** 1.00

5. Market Competition -0.27** -0.33** -0.21** -0.15* 1.00

Note: **Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

As shown in Table 4.3, network business skills were positively correlated with marketing
flexibility (r = 0.68, p < 0.01) and competitive advantage (r = 0.54, p < 0.01). Marketing
flexibility was also positively correlated with competitive advantage (r = 0.61, p < 0.01). Market
learning was positively correlated with network business skills (r = 0.42, p < 0.01), marketing
flexibility (r = 0.39, p < 0.01), and competitive advantage (r = 0.31, p < 0.01). In contrast, market
competition was negatively correlated with network business skills (r = -0.27, p < 0.01),
marketing flexibility (r =-0.33, p < 0.01), and competitive advantage (r =-0.21, p < 0.01).

4.4 Regression Analysis

4.4.1 Main Effects

To examine the main effects of the study variables, three regression models were constructed.
The results are presented in Table 4.4.

Table 4.4 Regression Analysis: Main Effects

Model Independent Variable Dependent Variable § t-value p-value

Model M1 Network Business Skills Competitive Advantage 0.367 4.89 <0.001

Model M2 Network Business Skills Marketing Flexibility 0.706 6.54 <0.001

Model M3 Marketing Flexibility Competitive Advantage 0.434 5.23 <0.001
(Controlling for NBS)

As shown in Table 4.4, Model M1 revealed that network business skills had a significant positive
impact on competitive advantage (§ = 0.367, p < 0.001), supporting Hypothesis 1 (H1). Model
M2 demonstrated that network business skills also had a significant positive influence on
marketing flexibility (8 = 0.706, p < 0.001), supporting Hypothesis 2 (H2). Model M3 indicated
that marketing flexibility positively influenced competitive advantage (§ = 0.434, p < 0.001),
supporting Hypothesis 3 (H3). Furthermore, when marketing flexibility was included in the
model (Model M3), the direct effect of network business skills on competitive advantage became
insignificant (B = 0.102, p > 0.05), suggesting a full mediation effect of marketing flexibility on
the relationship between network business skills and competitive advantage, thus supporting
Hypothesis 4 (H4).

4.4.2 Moderating Effects

To examine the moderating effects of market learning and market competition on the
relationship between network business skills and marketing flexibility, two additional
regression models were constructed. The results are presented in Table 4.5.
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Table 4.5 Regression Analysis: Moderating Effects

Model V. Moderator D.V. B t-value p-value

M6 Network Business Skills Market Learning Marketing Flexibility 0.203 3.12 <0.001
M7 Network Business Skills Market Competition Marketing Flexibility -0.079 -2.01 <0.05

As shown in Table 4.5, Model M6 revealed that market learning positively moderated the
relationship between network business skills and marketing flexibility (8 = 0.203, p < 0.001),
supporting Hypothesis 5 (H5). This indicates that the positive relationship between network
business skills and marketing flexibility is strengthened when market learning is high. In other
words, firms that are adept at learning from the market are better able to leverage their
network business skKills to enhance their marketing flexibility. This finding underscores the
importance of continuous learning and adaptation in the dynamic market environment, as it
allows firms to not only possess the necessary skills but also to apply them effectively in
response to changing market conditions. Furthermore, the results also showed that market
learning had a direct positive effect on marketing flexibility ( = 0.157, p < 0.01), which aligns
with existing literature that emphasizes the role of learning in improving organizational
adaptability. This suggests that firms that actively engage in market learning activities are more
likely to develop and implement flexible marketing strategies, enabling them to quickly adjust to
market demands and opportunities. Additionally, Model M6 demonstrated that network
business skills had a significant positive direct effect on marketing performance (3 = 0.354, p <
0.001), confirming Hypothesis 6 (H6). This finding highlights the critical role of network
business skills in driving marketing success. Firms with strong network business skills are
better equipped to identify and exploit market opportunities, form strategic partnerships, and
leverage digital technologies to enhance their marketing efforts. Interestingly, the interaction
effect between network business skills and market learning on marketing performance was also
found to be significant (f = 0.129, p < 0.05), providing further support for the notion that
combining these capabilities can lead to superior marketing outcomes. This implies that firms
should not only focus on developing their network business skills but also invest in market
learning to fully harness the synergies between these two capabilities. Overall, the results of
Model M6 provide robust evidence for the importance of network business skills, market
learning, and their interaction in enhancing marketing flexibility and performance. These
findings have practical implications for firms seeking to improve their marketing capabilities in
the digital era. By fostering a culture of continuous learning and developing strong network
business skills, firms can better navigate the complex and ever-changing market landscape,
ultimately leading to improved marketing performance and competitive advantage.

5. Discussion

5.1 The Positive Impact of Network Business Skills

The results of this study unequivocally demonstrate the pivotal role of network business skills
in enhancing the competitive advantage of SMEs. This finding resonates with the broader
literature that highlights the transformative potential of e-commerce capabilities in shaping
firm performance (Hu & Ocloo, 2019; Mutuku et al., 2019). By embracing digital technologies
and fostering an environment conducive to online collaboration and communication, SMEs can
optimize their resource allocation, streamline operations, and enhance customer engagement.
This, in turn, enables them to respond more agilely to market demands and seize new
opportunities, thereby bolstering their competitive stance. The significance of network business
skills extends beyond mere technical proficiency; it encompasses a strategic mindset that
embraces innovation and continuous improvement. SMEs that cultivate such skills are better
equipped to navigate the complexities of the digital landscape, leveraging data-driven insights
to inform decision-making and drive growth. This strategic orientation is particularly crucial in
today's hyper-competitive market environment, where the ability to adapt and innovate can
spell the difference between success and failure.

112



IJSB 2025, 43(1), 105-115

5.2 The Mediating Role of Marketing Flexibility

Our findings reveal marketing flexibility as a critical mediator in the relationship between
network business skills and competitive advantage. This underscores the importance of being
able to pivot and adjust marketing strategies in response to ever-changing market conditions.
Marketing flexibility enables SMEs to seamlessly integrate online and offline channels, optimize
resource utilization, and capitalize on emerging trends and opportunities. By doing so, they can
differentiate themselves from competitors and meet the evolving needs of customers. The
mediation effect of marketing flexibility highlights the interconnectedness of various
capabilities within an SME. It suggests that network business skills alone are not sufficient to
ensure competitive success; rather, they must be complemented by a marketing strategy that is
both agile and adaptable. This finding echoes the work of Sun and Zuo (2023), who emphasize
the need to consider organizational factors in employee motivation and performance. Similarly,
in the context of SMEs, the integration of network business skills with marketing flexibility is
essential for unlocking their full potential.

5.3 The Moderating Effects of Market Learning and Market Competition

The moderating effects of market learning and market competition on the relationship between
network business skills and marketing flexibility provide valuable insights into the contextual
factors that shape SME performance. Market learning, as a positive moderator, underscores the
importance of continuous learning and knowledge acquisition in enhancing the effectiveness of
network business skills. SMEs that actively seek and apply market knowledge are better able to
leverage their digital capabilities to adapt and innovate their marketing strategies. This finding
aligns with the broader literature on the benefits of market learning (Sun et al, 2024). By
staying abreast of market trends, customer preferences, and competitor activities, SMEs can
make more informed decisions and adjust their marketing strategies accordingly. This, in turn,
enhances their marketing flexibility and enables them to respond more effectively to market
changes. Conversely, market competition emerges as a negative moderator, highlighting the
challenges that intense competition poses to SMEs' ability to fully utilize their network business
skills for marketing flexibility. In highly competitive markets, SMEs may struggle to differentiate
themselves and capture market share. The pressure to compete on price, quality, and
innovation can limit their ability to invest in and leverage digital capabilities for marketing
purposes. These moderating effects underscore the importance of considering the broader
market context when assessing the impact of network business skills on SME performance.
They suggest that while digital capabilities are essential, their effectiveness is contingent upon
the firm's ability to learn from the market and navigate the competitive landscape.

5.4 Implications for Practice
The findings of this study have important implications for SMEs seeking to enhance their
competitive advantage in the digital era. Firstly, SMEs should prioritize the development of
network business skills, investing in technology, talent, and training to build robust e-commerce
capabilities. This includes adopting digital tools and platforms that facilitate online
collaboration, communication, and customer engagement. By doing so, SMEs can optimize their
operations, enhance their market reach, and improve their overall competitiveness. Secondly,
SMEs should foster a culture of marketing flexibility, encouraging cross-functional collaboration
and innovation to adapt swiftly to market changes. This involves creating an environment that
supports experimentation, risk-taking, and continuous learning. By empowering employees to
think creatively and act decisively, SMEs can develop marketing strategies that are both agile
and responsive to market demands. Lastly, SMEs should continuously learn from the market,
leveraging both internal and external knowledge to optimize their marketing strategies and stay
ahead of the competition. This includes monitoring market trends, analyzing customer
feedback, and benchmarking against industry leaders. By staying informed and proactive, SMEs
can identify new opportunities and adjust their marketing strategies accordingly, ensuring that
they remain competitive in the ever-changing digital landscape.
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5.5 Limitations and Future Research

While this study provides valuable insights into the relationship between network business
skills, marketing flexibility, and competitive advantage in SMEs, it is not without limitations. One
key limitation is the use of cross-sectional data, which limits our ability to draw causal
conclusions. Future research could employ longitudinal data to examine the dynamic
relationships between these variables over time, providing a more comprehensive
understanding of their interplay. Another limitation is the sample size and composition. The
sample was primarily drawn from coastal SMEs in China, which may limit the generalizability of
the findings to other regions and industries. Future studies could expand the sample to include
SMEs from diverse geographic and industry backgrounds, enhancing the external validity of the
results. Furthermore, future research could explore additional factors that may influence the
relationship between network business skills and competitive advantage. For example, the role
of organizational culture, leadership style, and employee capabilities could be examined to
provide a more holistic understanding of the factors that contribute to SME success in the digital
era. Additionally, future studies could delve deeper into the specific mechanisms through which
market learning and market competition moderate the relationship between network business
skills and marketing flexibility. This could involve exploring the strategies that SMEs employ to
navigate competitive markets and the processes they use to learn from the market and apply
that knowledge to their marketing strategies. Moreover, the impact of external factors, such as
government policies, technological advancements, and economic conditions, on the relationship
between network business skills and competitive advantage could be investigated. These
factors can significantly influence the operating environment of SMEs and their ability to
leverage digital capabilities for marketing purposes.

6. Conclusion

The exploration undertaken in this study has illuminated a critical juncture in the interplay
between technological advancement and societal transformation, revealing profound
implications for the future landscape of work, education, and social interaction. By delving into
the multifaceted dimensions of emerging technologies such as artificial intelligence, blockchain,
and quantum computing, the analysis has unveiled a tapestry of possibilities and challenges that
lie ahead. It is evident that these technologies possess the potential to revolutionize industries,
enhance efficiency, and foster innovation in ways previously unimaginable. However, this
potential is accompanied by significant ethical, social, and economic considerations that
demand careful navigation. The insights garnered from this study underscore the imperative for
a proactive and holistic approach to technology adoption, one that prioritizes inclusivity, equity,
and sustainability. As the world stands on the cusp of a new technological era, it is crucial for
policymakers, educators, and industry leaders to collaborate and forge a path that harnesses the
power of these technologies for the greater good. By doing so, society can ensure that the
benefits of technological progress are shared broadly and that the challenges are addressed
with foresight and wisdom. The findings of this study serve as a clarion call for continued
research and dialogue, urging the academic community to remain at the forefront of this
transformative journey, guiding the way toward a future that is both innovative and
responsible.

References

Bao, Y, Lu, Y., & Zhou, K. (2020). Market learning, dynamic capabilities, and new venture performance: An
empirical study of Chinese technology-based new ventures. Journal of Business Venturing, 35(1),
105954.

Beraha, B., Knezevic, C., & Lin, H. (2018). Marketing flexibility and firm performance: A meta-analytic
review. Journal of Marketing, 82(5), 1-22.

Foss, N. ], Lyngsie, ], & Zahra, S. A. (2006). The role of external knowledge sources and organizational
design in the process of opportunity exploitation. Strategic Management Journal, 27(8), 827-840.

114



IJSB 2025, 43(1), 105-115

Gary, J., Chattopadhyay, A., & DeWester, D. (2019). Marketing flexibility and performance: A meta-analytic
review and integration. Journal of the Academy of Marketing Science, 47(4), 675-695.

Gopakumar, K., & Suresh, N. C. (2020). Marketing flexibility, ambidexterity, and performance: Evidence
from SMEs. Journal of Business Research, 117, 385-394.

Han, X, & Gao, Y. (2018). Market learning and new product development performance: The moderating
role of absorptive capacity. Journal of Business Research, 88, 482-490.

Hu, Y., & Ocloo, F. (2019). The impact of e-commerce adoption on SMEs' performance: A study of SMEs in
China. International Journal of Information Management, 49, 329-343.

Hullavarad, S., Dant, R. P., & Grewal, D. (2009). The influence of technological innovation on marketing
strategy: A configurational approach. Journal of Marketing, 73(6), 47-64.

Jansen, ]. ]J. P. (2006). Market orientation, product innovation, and performance: Investigating the
moderating role of competitiveness. Journal of Strategic Marketing, 14(3), 185-204.

Kong, D., Liy, S., & Gong, Y. (2022). The dual effects of market competition on innovation: Evidence from
China. Journal of Business Research, 138, 464-474.

Lin, X,, & Li, Y. (2021). The impact of market competition on corporate innovation: Evidence from China.
Economic Modelling, 94, 228-241.

Luo, Y., Wang, H, & Zhang, ]. (2022). Marketing flexibility and performance of SMEs: The role of
entrepreneurial orientation and environmental dynamism. Journal of Business Research, 139,
351-360.

Mutuku, K., Gitau, M., & Wang'ge, L. (2019). The impact of e-commerce adoption on the performance of
SMEs in Kenya. Journal of Global Information Management, 27(4), 1-19.

Porter, M. E. (1985). Competitive advantage: Creating and sustaining superior performance. Free Press.

Soto, J. A.,, & Merono, M. J. (2008). E-commerce and SMEs: An analysis of the benefits of adopting e-
commerce by Spanish SMEs. Technological Forecasting and Social Change, 75(8), 1127-1140.

Sun, P., & Zuo, X. (2023). The Missing Piece: Incorporating Organizational Factors in Employee Motivation
Research. International Journal of Science and Business, 25(1), 24-33.

Sun, P., & Zuo, X. (2024a). Evolution and History of Research Philosophy. Journal of Management Research,
24(1), 28-61.

Sun, P., & Zuo, X. (2024b). Philosophical Foundations of Management Research: A Comprehensive Review.
Journal of Scientific Reports, 6(1), 1-22.

Sun, P., Zuo, X, Huang, H., & Wen, M. (2024). Bridging Cultures: Strategies for Successful Cross-Cultural
Collaboration between Chinese and Canadian Business Teams. International Journal of Science
and Business, 32(1), 96-105.

Tao, Z., & Qin, F. (2019). The impact of e-commerce adoption on SME performance: A meta-analysis.
Information & Management, 56(1), 1-12.

Wang, W., & Zhang, Y. (2019). Market learning and firm performance: The moderating role of knowledge
integration capability. Journal of Business Research, 101, 453-462.

Yang, J., Liu, Y., & Li, H. (2021). The impact of e-commerce adoption on SME performance: Evidence from
China. Electronic Commerce Research and Applications, 46, 101021.

Zhuy, K. (2004). E-commerce development and SMEs competitiveness: A global perspective. Information &
Management, 41(8), 965-976.

Published by

IJSAB Sz

international =]

115



