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Introduction: In dynamic and unpredictable environments, farmers’ cooperatives must develop organizational resilience to maintain a sustainable competitive advantage. However, the mechanisms through which resilience impacts competitiveness remain underexplored in existing literature. This study investigates how chairpersons’ self-efficacy, as a key psychological factor, fosters both planned and adaptive resilience, ultimately enhancing the cooperative’s competitive advantage.

Methods: Grounded in social cognitive theory, we conducted a survey of 286 farmers’ cooperatives in Guangdong Province, China. Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) was employed to examine the relationships between self-efficacy, organizational resilience, and competitive advantage. Additionally, multiple regression analysis was used to test the moderating effect of environmental dynamism.

Results and discussion: The empirical results show that chairpersons’ self-efficacy significantly strengthens both planned and adaptive resilience. In turn, these two forms of resilience positively influence cooperative competitive advantage, mediating the link between self-efficacy and competitiveness. Furthermore, environmental dynamism negatively moderates the resilience–competitiveness relationship, suggesting that resilience translates more effectively into advantage under relatively stable conditions. In highly dynamic contexts, cooperatives must complement resilience with additional adaptive strategies to sustain performance.

Conclusion: This study highlights the pivotal role of chairpersons’ psychological capital in shaping cooperative resilience. By enhancing leaders’ self-efficacy, cooperatives can strengthen both planned and adaptive resilience. However, resilience yields greater benefits in stable environments, while dynamic conditions demand more flexible and adaptive approaches. These insights extend resilience theory in cooperative settings and provide practical guidance for sustaining competitiveness under uncertainty.
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1 Introduction

As novel agricultural management organizations (Zheng et al., 2024), farmers’ cooperatives are positioned to bridge the gap between smallholder farmers and the broader market (Liu et al., 2024; Zhang et al., 2024), make a substantial contribution to agricultural modernization and rural development (Jiang et al., 2024), and serve as a core force in rural revitalization efforts (Li and Ito, 2024). In the face of financial turmoil, pandemics, and climate change as highlighted by Hollands et al. (2024), farmers’ cooperatives must navigate widespread crises and mounting competitive pressures. The increasing volatility of environmental conditions demands stronger organizational resilience to maintain continuous operations and sustain competitive advantage amid unexpected challenges (De Matteis et al., 2023). Organizational resilience, recognized as a critical dynamic capability, reflects an organization’s ability to respond to and recover from disturbances through strategic resource allocation and acquisition (Hillmann and Guenther, 2021; Palanikumar et al., 2023; Florez-Jimenez et al., 2025). It captures the capacity to bounce back quickly from disruptions while maintaining operational performance (Anwar et al., 2021; Sinha and Edalatpanah, 2023). Resilient organizations anticipate threats, act decisively during crises, and adapt to change, thus ensuring business continuity and long-term competitiveness (Trieu et al., 2024; Yoshida, 2024).

Despite substantial policy support from the Chinese government, farmers’ cooperatives in China are still at an early stage of development and often lack robust resilience (Liu et al., 2024). These cooperatives tend to be small in scale (Jiang et al., 2024) and remain vulnerable to environmental shocks. Cooperative production can be disrupted by natural disasters, and the perishable nature of agricultural products intensifies both production and market risks, exceeding those faced by many other industries. External shocks frequently catch cooperatives unprepared, hindering their ability to respond and adapt quickly, which threatens their viability and long-term sustainability. Consequently, in a rapidly evolving agricultural landscape, cooperatives must develop strategic adaptive capabilities to manage external pressures effectively and preserve their competitive edge (Giagnocavo et al., 2018; Martos-Pedrero et al., 2025). In China, research on organizational resilience is nascent, with few empirical studies to date, revealing a clear theoretical gap.

Moreover, within farmers’ cooperatives, managers—especially chairpersons—play a pivotal role in shaping organizational trajectory (Liang and Li, 2024). As hybrid entities, cooperatives face the dual challenge of balancing member-driven governance with market responsiveness. Thus, leadership in agricultural cooperatives is more critical than in many other complex organizations. Empirical studies (Hu et al., 2023) suggest that cooperative leaders’ personality traits, particularly self-efficacy, strongly influence cooperative resilience. Self-efficacy, a central concept in cognitive theory (Bandura, 1982), refers to an individual’s belief in their ability to handle unforeseen challenges. This psychological resource helps managers mitigate crisis-induced stress, communicate confidence to their teams, and enhance the organization’s preventive and crisis-management capabilities (Božović et al., 2021), thereby bolstering organizational resilience (Kunz and Sonnenholzner, 2023; Santoro et al., 2020). Although chairpersons’ self-efficacy has been studied, its direct link with organizational resilience remains underexplored. This study uses survey data from Guangdong, China to examine how chairpersons’ self-efficacy strengthens organizational resilience and competitive advantage at the cooperative level—an important but under-researched area.

Finally, organizational resilience is highly contextual (Peter and Zhu, 2021; Li et al., 2021). Introducing environmental dynamism as a contextual variable helps clarify throw resilience operates and provides practical guidance for cooperatives to maintain competitive advantage. Previous work has not fully examined these interrelationships. To address these gaps, this study empirically examines the impact of chairpersons’ self-efficacy on cooperatives’ competitive advantage in China, emphasizing the mediating role of organizational resilience. Additionally, we investigate the moderating effect of environmental dynamism.

Our contributions are threefold. First, grounded in social cognitive theory, our research broadens the literature on cooperative competitive advantage by focusing on managerial antecedents. Second, by examining the mediating role of organizational resilience, we illuminate the mechanisms linking self-efficacy to competitive advantage within cooperatives. Finally, we clarify how environmental dynamism moderates the resilience–competitive advantage relationship, identifying a key contextual factor that influences the effectiveness of resilience capabilities in cooperatives.



2 Theory and hypotheses


2.1 Organizational resilience and competitive advantage of cooperatives

The study of organizational resilience has become central in business management, particularly for its impact on performance (Hillmann and Guenther, 2021; Linnenluecke, 2017; Liang and Li, 2024). The term “resilience” originates from the Latin resilire, meaning to rebound or recover (Stoverink et al., 2020). Initially used in ecology to describe ecosystems’ capacity to recover from disturbances, resilience in organizations has been examined via the resource-based view and dynamic capabilities perspectives. Organizational resilience refers to an organization’s ability to withstand, adapt to, and recover from disruptions while maintaining or improving operations (Kahn et al., 2018; Williams et al., 2017; Martín-Rojas et al., 2023; Liu et al., 2024).

Building on existing research, we distinguish two forms of organizational resilience: planned and adaptive. Planned resilience involves proactively allocating resources for risk management and business continuity to minimize disruption impact (Nakanishi et al., 2014). Adaptive resilience entails generating novel responses to unforeseen crises, enabling organizations to pivot beyond established protocols (Bürgel et al., 2023; Forliano et al., 2023). In today’s fast-changing environment, both forms are essential for navigating uncertainty.

Empirical research on cooperative resilience remains limited (Francesconi et al., 2021; Wulandhari et al., 2022). Yet, resilience is critical for cooperatives—especially in developing nations—given their vulnerability to economic, political, and climate shocks (Birchall, 2004). Cooperative resilience has been defined as the capacity to recover from disruptions, maintain operations under stress, and seize economic and social opportunities (Borda-Rodriguez et al., 2016; Wulandhari et al., 2022). Here, we adopt a capability-centric view, defining cooperative resilience as the ability to endure, adapt, and grow amid crises.

In strategic management, resilience informs decisions that ensure survival, growth, and competitive advantage in turbulent contexts (Duchek, 2020; Hillmann, 2021). Cooperatives with strong planned resilience can innovate by anticipating market shifts and formulating effective strategies, leading to higher growth and advantage (Rakopoulos, 2014; Lin and Fan, 2024). Cooperatives with robust adaptive resilience quickly adjust structures and governance, respond to customer needs, and mitigate inefficiencies (Wiwoho et al., 2020; Zhang and Qi, 2021), thereby gaining an edge. Studies confirm a strong positive link between resilience and competitive advantage (Wieland and Wallenburg, 2013; Ostadi and Soleimon, 2017). Sobaih et al. (2021) show that both planned and adaptive resilience significantly boost performance. Building on these findings, the subsequent hypothesis is proposed:


H1a: planned resilience has a positive effect on the competitive advantage of cooperatives.
H1b: Compared with planned resilience, adaptive resilience has a greater impact on the competitive advantage of cooperatives.




2.2 Self-efficacy and competitive advantage of cooperatives

Self-efficacy is not only an individual’s belief in their ability to achieve goals but also a core dimension of psychological capital, which includes hope, optimism, resilience, and self-efficacy (Luthans et al., 2007; Avey et al., 2009). As a component of psychological capital, self-efficacy influences behavior and outcomes (Bernacki et al., 2015). Within the broader context of entrepreneurial leadership, self-efficacy underpins opportunity recognition, risk taking, and innovation (Gupta et al., 2004; Ireland et al., 2003), making it especially relevant for cooperative chairpersons who must navigate dynamic agricultural markets.

In organizational leadership, self-efficacy is a key predictor of leader effectiveness and team success (Hannah et al., 2008; Alshebami, 2023; Raza et al., 2024). It reflects a leader’s confidence in setting goals, motivating followers, and overcoming obstacles (Paglis and Green, 2002; Zhao and Huang, 2025; Houston et al., 2025). As cooperatives face market liberalization, globalization, and shifting demands, chairpersons play a vital role in guiding sustainable growth. However, research linking chairperson self-efficacy to cooperative competitive advantage is scarce.

In China, most farmer cooperatives are founded by large farmers or entrepreneurs, referred to as chairpersons (Qu et al., 2023). These chairpersons also engage in entrepreneurial activities (Serdyukov and Grima, 2025) and hold significant decision-making power (Dong and Wang, 2018; Peng et al., 2020). Chairpersons with high self-efficacy—bolstered by other psychological capital resources such as optimism and resilience—can unite members around goals, foster dedication, and navigate challenges, thereby enhancing their confidence and decision-making (Paglis and Green, 2002). This leadership style crucially strengthens competitive positioning.

In agricultural cooperatives—often small and kinship-based—chairpersons must balance diverse member interests. High self-efficacy chairpersons nurture strong leader-member bonds, motivate members toward shared objectives, and instill collective responsibility (Bandura, 1977; Gkypali and Roper, 2024). They confidently tackle challenges and innovate (Ud din Khan et al., 2023; Chen and Zhang, 2024), thereby enhancing competitive advantage. In contrast, low self-efficacy can undermine proactivity and long-term competitiveness. Prior studies link leader self-efficacy to organizational performance (McGee and Terry, 2024; Alshebami, 2023), business success (Hollands et al., 2024; Raza et al., 2024), and competitiveness (McCann et al., 2009). Therefore, consequently, the ensuing hypothesis is proposed:


H2: Chairpersons’ self-efficacy has a positive effect on the competitive advantage of cooperatives.




2.3 The mediating role of organizational resilience

Social cognitive theory posits that self-efficacy drives motivation and behavior by influencing how individuals perceive and mobilize cognitive resources (Bandura, 2001). Extending this to organizational dynamics, leaders’ self-efficacy functions as a microfoundation of dynamic capabilities—translating personal cognition into collective resilience through two mechanisms: cognitive framing and resource orchestration (Helfat and Peteraf, 2015; Eggers and Kaplan, 2013).

First, self-efficacious leaders construct shared cognitive frameworks that institutionalize planned resilience. By setting clear goals and strategies (Huang, 2015; Stroe et al., 2018), they align organizational routines with anticipatory buffers (Rakopoulos, 2014). This mirrors Teece’s (2007) “sensing” dimension of dynamic capabilities, where leader cognition scaffolds organizational foresight.

Second, during disruptions, high self-efficacy enables rapid resource reconfiguration—a hallmark of adaptive resilience. Leaders leverage their agency beliefs to motivate teams (Beck and Schmidt, 2018), pivot resources (Schmitt et al., 2018), and innovate solutions (Yang and Yang, 2022), operationalizing the “seizing” and “transforming” facets of dynamic capabilities (Teece, 2007).

As Linnenluecke (2017) theorized, resilience represents a form of dynamic capability. If self-efficacy is an invisible cognitive resource, then resilience capabilities translate these resources into advantage (Teece, 2007). High self-efficacy enables chairpersons to mobilize resources effectively for planned and adaptive resilience. Empirical evidence shows self-efficacy indirectly affects performance via resilience (Prayag and Dassanayake, 2023; Djourova et al., 2020). Based on this, we proposes hypothesis 3:


H3a: Planned resilience positively mediates the relationship between chairpersons’ self-efficacy and the competitive advantage of cooperatives.
H3b: Adaptive resilience positively mediates the relationship between chairpersons’ self-efficacy and the competitive advantage of cooperatives.




2.4 The moderating effects of environmental dynamism

Most studies focus on internal conditions for resilience development (Zhang and Qi, 2021; Wulandhari et al., 2022), with few examining external conditions. Environmental dynamism—unpredictability and volatility in a firm’s environment (Hillmann and Guenther, 2021)—influences adaptive capacity. In China, many farmer cooperatives are small, resource-constrained, and face market competition, demand fluctuations, industry consolidation, and policy shifts (Peng et al., 2020; Muñoz et al., 2020). High external dynamism heightens uncertainty, stress, and risk (Waldman et al., 2001; Gligor et al., 2015), potentially undermining leaders’ confidence in building resilience (Schilke, 2014). Developing resilience in such contexts demands costly, time-intensive, and irreversible resource allocations, which can erode competitiveness.

Conversely, low dynamism environments are more predictable, enabling cooperatives to use established routines and organizational memory to solve recurring issues (Wang et al., 2023). Stable environments let leaders leverage self-efficacy to build resilience more effectively, yielding sustainable advantages. Xiao et al. (2020) found that unstable environments negatively affect relational outcomes. Based on this, we propose the following research hypotheses:


H4a: The mediating effect of planned resilience on the relationship between chairpersons’ self-efficacy and cooperative competitive advantage is regulated by environmental dynamism. Through the mediation of planned resilience, the indirect positive association between self-efficacy and cooperative competitive advantage is larger when the amount of environmental dynamism is low.
H4b: The mediating effect of adaptive resilience on the relationship between chairpersons’ self-efficacy and cooperative competitive advantage is regulated by environmental dynamism. Through the mediation of adaptive resilience, the indirect positive association between self-efficacy and cooperative competitive advantage is larger when the amount of environmental dynamism is low.


In summary, we proposes a regulated mediation model (see Figure 1) that involves environmental dynamism in the mechanism of self-efficacy’s impact on cooperative competitive advantage through organizational resilience. All the above assumptions are verified through empirical investigation and data analysis of 286 cooperatives.
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FIGURE 1
 Research framework. Steeper positive slope indicates that higher planned resilience strengthens the positive impact of environmental dynamism on competitive advantage. Flatter slope suggests reduced effectiveness of environmental dynamism when planned resilience is low.





3 Methodology


3.1 Study area description

Guangdong Province was selected as the survey area for two primary reasons. Guangdong Province was selected as the survey area for two primary reasons. Firstly, Guangdong leads China’s expansion of farmer cooperatives in both quantity and effectiveness. Guangdong had more than 50,000 farmer cooperatives with a total of 72,000 members in 2021, radiation has driven 117,000 farmers into the region, and the average household income of farmers entering the market has increased by more than 3,000 yuan. According to data from the Guangdong Provincial Market Supervision Administration website, in 2023, 8,000 new farmer specialized cooperatives were registered, representing a year-on-year increase of 102.5%; the total number reached 60,000, with both the growth rate and total achieving record highs. Second, to promote the high-quality development of cooperatives, the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Affairs selected 30 counties (cities and districts) in 8 provinces in 2018.

Among them, Dabu County, Luoding City, Gaozhou City and Lianzhou City in Guangdong Province were also selected as the first batch of pilot areas. The four cities and counties are distributed in the western and northern regions of Guangdong, where the economic level is quite different and the competitive advantage of cooperatives in different regions is uneven. According to data released on local government websites, in 2024, per capita GDP was approximately ¥35,857 in Dabu County, ¥37,401 in Luoding City, ¥60,932 in Gaozhou City, and ¥49,246 in Lianzhou City, reflecting pronounced regional disparities. Such economic heterogeneity likely contributes to uneven competitive advantages among local cooperatives. Consequently, focusing on cooperatives in these pilot areas provides high credibility and strong representativeness. Findings from these areas offer valuable insights for high-quality cooperative development across other Chinese provinces and comparable developing regions.



3.2 Data collection and sample

Our study comprised two phases: preliminary exploration and formal inquiry. From April to June 2021, pretests were conducted in Guangzhou and Qingyuan (Guangdong Province) to refine the questionnaire. The formal survey was administered from 2 August to 26 November 2021 by two research teams operating in Dabu County, Luoding City, Gaozhou City, and Lianzhou City. Cooperatives were selected via random sampling, and questionnaires were administered through one-on-one interviews with cooperative chairpersons to ensure comprehensive insight into cooperative operations. Finally, we distributed 320 questionnaires and received 286 valid questionnaires, for an effective rate of 91.1%. The descriptive data of respondents are shown in Table 1.


TABLE 1 Characteristics of sample cooperatives.


	Categories
	Range
	Frequency
	Percentage (%)
	Categories
	Range
	Frequency
	Percentage (%)

 

 	Gender 	Male 	199 	69.6 	Time of establishment (years) 	≤2 	60 	21


 	2 ~ 5 	87 	30.4


 	Female 	87 	30.4 	5 ~ 8 	71 	24.8


 	8 ~ 11 	47 	16.4


 	>11 	21 	7.3


 	Age 	<25 	9 	3.1 	Fixed assets (million yuan) 	≤100 	131 	45.8


 	26–35 	48 	16.8 	100 ~ 200 	46 	16.1


 	36–45 	76 	26.6 	200 ~ 300 	36 	12.6


 	46–55 	113 	39.5 	300 ~ 400 	12 	4.2


 	> 56 	40 	14 	>400 	61 	21.3


 	Education level 	Primary school 	14 	4.8 	Number of members 	≤50 	209 	73.1


 	Junior middle school 	80 	28.0 	50 ~ 100 	34 	11.9


 	Senior high school or secondary school 	100 	35.0 	100 ~ 150 	24 	8.4


 	Junior College or above 	92 	32.2 	150 ~ 200 	11 	3.8


 	>200 	8 	2.8




 

Among the respondents, 69.6% were male, and most were between 46 and 55 years old (39.5%). A total of 35.0% of respondents had a senior high school or secondary school education level, and 32.2% had a level of junior college or above. In terms of educational attainment, 35.0% had completed senior high school or secondary education, while 32.2% possessed a junior college degree or higher. Regarding the cooperatives’ characteristics, 76.2% were established for less than 8 years, and 23.8% had been in operation for over 8 years, with an average age of 5.86 years. This closely aligns with the average establishment age of 6.3 years reported in the sample cooperatives by Huang et al. (2021), suggesting that our sample is representative. The majority of cooperatives, 45.8%, had fixed assets valued at 100 million or less. The membership size was predominantly small, with 73.1% having 50 members or fewer, and only 26.9% exceeding 50 members, reflecting the typical scale of small cooperatives in China.



3.3 Measures

All variables were assessed using a five-point Likert scale, where responses were scored from “strongly disagree” (assigned a value of one) to “strongly agree” (assigned a value of five) relative to the statements provided.

Self-efficacy was gauged using three validated items (labeled SE1 to SE3), which were confirmed by Spreitzer (1995) and Zhu and Liu (2019). The assessment of organizational resilience utilized a scale crafted by Prayag et al. (2020). This construct was evaluated across two dimensions: planned and adaptive resilience. Planned resilience was quantified using four items (designated PR1 to PR4), while adaptive resilience was ascertained through four distinct indicators, each corresponding to elements labeled from AR1 to AR4. According to Wen and Chen (2019), competitive advantage was measured with four items (from CA1 to CA4). In line with Santos-Vijande et al. (2007), we used three items (from ED1 to ED3) to measure environmental dynamism. Table 2 provides a thorough list of the items connected to the research constructs.


TABLE 2 Convergent validity and reliability.


	Items
	Factor loading
	CR
	AVE
	Cronbach’s alpha

 

 	Self-efficacy (SE)


 	SE1 	0.935 	0.956 	0.878 	0.955


 	SE2 	0.897


 	SE3 	0.978


 	Planned resilience (PR)


 	PR1 	0.893 	0.951 	0.828 	0.950


 	PR2 	0.910


 	PR3 	0.921


 	PR4 	0.916


 	Adaptive resilience (AR)


 	AR1 	0.759 	0.891 	0.672 	0.891


 	AR2 	0.851


 	AR3 	0.880


 	AR4 	0.783


 	Competitive advantages (CA)


 	CA2 	0.922 	0.928 	0.811 	0.926


 	CA3 	0.862


 	CA4 	0.916


 	Environmental dynamism (ED)


 	ED1 	0.687 	0.779 	0.542 	0.777


 	ED2 	0.811


 	ED3 	0.705




 



3.4 Structural equation modelling

The self-efficacy of chairpersons is a subjective cognitive construct, and organizational resilience and competitive advantage are similarly conceptualized as latent variables that cannot be observed directly. Directly measuring these constructs may introduce subjective biases and measurement error. Structural equation modelling (SEM) is therefore well suited to our study because it simultaneously estimates measurement models (confirming the reliability and validity of multiple-item scales for latent constructs) and structural models (testing hypothesized relationships among those constructs), including mediation and moderation effects (Lowry and Gaskin, 2014). SEM’s capacity to incorporate latent variables within causal frameworks enables us to properly model the indirect effects of self-efficacy on competitive advantage through planned and adaptive resilience (Chin, 1998), as well as the moderating influence of environmental dynamism. Consequently, we have chosen SEM to rigorously test the hypotheses proposed in this study.




4 Results


4.1 Model specification


4.1.1 Reliability and validity tests

The validity and reliability of the data were evaluated using confirmatory factor analysis. Table 2 presents the outcomes. All constructions have composite dependability (CR) values greater than 0.7, with a range of 0.779 to 0.956. This shows that the theoretical construct may be accurately measured as a component of the structural model (Bagozzi and Yi, 1988). Cronbach’s alpha of the corresponding latent variable after deleting item CA1 increased to higher than 0.7, which was eliminated to enhance the reliability of the scale. The Cronbach’s alpha reliability coefficients for the scales measuring self-efficacy, planned resilience, adaptive resilience, competitive advantage, and environmental dynamism were 0.955, 0.950, 0.885, 0.926, and 0.777, respectively, all surpassing the benchmark of 0.7. This indicates that the scales possess satisfactory reliability. The Average Variance Extracted (AVE) values ranged from 0.542 to 0.878, indicating strong convergent validity. As presented in Table 3, the square root of AVE for each construct exceeds its inter-construct correlations, thereby confirming discriminant validity (Fornell and Larcker, 1981).


TABLE 3 Descriptive statistics, correlation matrix and square root of AVE.


	Variables
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

 

 	SE 	0.937 	 	 	 	


 	PR 	0.405*** 	0.910 	 	 	


 	AR 	0.489*** 	0.895*** 	0.820 	 	


 	CA 	0.353*** 	0.433*** 	0.557*** 	0.901 	


 	ED 	0.077 	0.254*** 	0.148** 	0.234*** 	0.736


 	Mean 	4.230 	3.796 	3.807 	3.860 	3.580


 	Std. deviation 	0.707 	0.681 	0.627 	0.794 	0.684





Square root of AVE is on the diagonal; ***p < 0.001; **p < 0.01; *p < 0.05.
 



4.1.2 Common method bias tests

To ensure rigorous assessment of common method bias, we employed a multi-method approach. First, Harman’s single-factor test was conducted through unrotated exploratory factor analysis (Podsakoff et al., 2003), revealing that the first factor accounted for 45.01% of the variance (below the 50% threshold). Second, we performed marker variable analysis using demographic variables (age and education level) as markers, following the procedure recommended by Lindell and Whitney (2001). The correlations between the marker variables and substantive constructs were negligible (r < 0.12), and the adjusted correlations remained statistically significant. Third, confirmatory factor analysis with a single common method factor yielded poor model fit (χ2/df = 16.185, GFI = 0.562, NFI = 0.560, CFI = 0.574, RFI = 0.497, and RMSEA = 0.231), all below acceptable thresholds (Hu and Bentler, 1999). The multi-method results collectively demonstrate that common method bias does not significantly affect our findings.



4.1.3 Descriptive statistics and correlation matrix

The descriptive statistics and correlation coefficients for the primary variables are presented in Table 3. The standard deviations fall within the acceptable range, between +1 and −1, and the mean values for the key variables exceed 3. Additionally, positive correlations are observed across all variables. The competitive advantage of cooperatives is notably associated with self-efficacy (r = 0.353, p < 0.001), planned resilience (r = 0.433, p < 0.001), and adaptive resilience (r = 0.557, p < 0.001). Furthermore, self-efficacy is significantly correlated with both planned resilience (r = 0.405, p < 0.001) and adaptive resilience (r = 0.489, p < 0.001).




4.2 Hypothesis testing

Prior resilience studies have predominantly focused on enterprises in developed economies (Duchek, 2020; Hillmann, 2021), often overlooking agricultural cooperatives in developing-nation contexts. China, as a major developing economy with a substantial rural and agricultural sector (Hua and Brown, 2024), provides an ideal setting to examine whether established resilience–advantage pathways hold under distinct resource constraints, market volatility, and policy environments. Consequently, in this chapter, we investigate how organizational resilience and chairperson self-efficacy influence competitive advantage in Chinese agricultural cooperatives, thereby addressing a critical gap in the literature.

Adhering to the guidelines proposed by Taylor et al. (2008), we employed structural equation modeling using AMOS 26.0 to assess the effects of organizational resilience on the competitive advantage of cooperatives (Hypothesis 1), the influence of self-efficacy on the competitive advantage of cooperatives (Hypothesis 2), and the mediating role of self-efficacy on organizational resilience (Hypothesis 3).


4.2.1 The influence of organizational resilience on the competitive advantage of cooperatives

In the first step, two structural equation models were built to estimate the hypothesized relationships between planned and adaptive resilience and the competitive advantages of cooperatives. By focusing on Chinese agricultural cooperatives-an under-researched developing-nation context-this analysis tests whether resilience effects observed in Western studies (e.g., Sobaih et al., 2021) generalize to China. Overall, the proposed model 1 generally has a satisfactory fit with χ2/df = 1.718, GFI = 0.977, NFI = 0.988, CFI = 0.995, and RMSEA = 0.050. The results of model 2 were well fitted, with χ2/df = 1.032, GFI = 0.978, NFI = 0.984, CFI = 0.993, and RMSEA = 0.052.

The results summarized in Table 4 indicate support for H1a and H1b, implying that cooperative competitive advantage is directly determined by planned resilience (β = 0.43, p < 0.001) and adaptive resilience (β = 0.44, p < 0.001). These findings align with prior evidence from developing-country contexts (Borda-Rodriguez and Vicari, 2013), but extend the literature by demonstrating that adaptive resilience exerts a stronger effect than planned resilience in Chinese agricultural cooperatives. Further analysis of the path coefficients indicates that adaptive resilience has a more significant impact on the competitive advantage of cooperatives than planned resilience. This result is explained by the fact that, under persistent uncertainties-such as fluctuating commodity prices, climatic shocks, and policy shifts in China’s agricultural sector (Borda-Rodriguez et al., 2016)—adaptive resilience enables cooperatives to recover and innovate amid adversity, thereby securing long-term viability.


TABLE 4 Analysis of the impact of planned and adaptive resilience on the competitive advantage of cooperatives.


	Model
	Construct
	Std. effects
	p value
	χ2/df
	RMSEA
	NFI
	CFI
	GFI
	PNFI

 

 	Model 1 	PR → AC 	0.43 	0.000 	1.718 	0.050 	0.988 	0.995 	0.977 	0.612


 	Model 2 	AR → AC 	0.44 	0.000 	1.032 	0.052 	0.984 	0.993 	0.978 	0.609




 



4.2.2 The influence of chairpersons’ self-efficacy on the competitive advantage of cooperatives

In the second step, we tested for the direct effect of chairpersons’ self-efficacy on the competitive advantages of cooperatives. The results were well fitted: χ2/df = 2.975, GFI = 0.996, NFI = 0.998, CFI = 1.000, RFI = 0.996, and RMSEA = 0.000.

We find that chairpersons’ self-efficacy is significantly and positively related to competitive advantage (β = 0.35, p < 0.000), thereby supporting H2. This implies that cooperative chairpersons who have greater confidence in their leadership capabilities foster practices—such as strategic decision-making and stakeholder mobilization—that enhance competitive positioning. This result aligns with prior evidence showing that leader self-efficacy fosters strategic decision-making and stakeholder mobilization, which enhance competitive positioning (Khedhaouria et al., 2015). Moreover, our finding counters arguments that structural or environmental factors alone determine cooperative performance (Duchek, 2020), by demonstrating the unique contribution of individual cognitive resources.



4.2.3 Mediating effect of planned and adaptive resilience

In the third step, planned resilience and adaptive resilience were tested as mediators of the relationship between chairpersons’ self-efficacy and cooperative competitive advantage. The planned resilience mediation model exhibits acceptable fit (χ2/df = 1.264, GFI = 0.969, NFI = 0.984, CFI = 0.997, RMSEA = 0.030), as does the adaptive resilience mediation model (χ2/df = 1.639, GFI = 0.964, NFI = 0.979, CFI = 0.922, and RMSEA = 0.047).

The bootstrapping method was employed to further validate the mediating roles of planned and adaptive resilience. Table 5 illustrates that the indirect effect of chairpersons’ self-efficacy on the competitive advantages of cooperatives via planned resilience is 0.16, with a 95% confidence interval of [0.088, 0.263]. Similarly, the indirect effect through adaptive resilience is 0.26, with a 95% confidence interval of [0.163, 0.382]. The exclusion of zero from both confidence intervals supports hypotheses H3a and H3b. These results are consistent with prior findings demonstrating that resilience mediates the positive impact of self-efficacy on organizational outcomes in agricultural and service sectors (Prayag and Dassanayake, 2023). Moreover, this evidence counters views that emphasize only direct effects of self-efficacy on performance without considering resilience as a mechanism (e.g., Khedhaouria et al., 2015), highlighting the critical role of resilience in translating cognitive resources into competitive advantage.


TABLE 5 Analysis of the mediation effect of planned and adaptive resilience.


	Construct
	Std. effects
	95%CI
	p value
	χ2/df
	RMSEA
	NFI
	CFI
	GFI
	PNFI



	Lower
	Upper

 

 	SE → PR → AC 	0.153 	0.084 	0.258 	0.000 	1.184 	0.025 	0.987 	0.998 	0.974 	0.702


 	SE → AR → AC 	0.255 	0.163 	0.382 	0.001 	1.639 	0.047 	0.979 	0.922 	0.964 	0.696




 



4.2.4 Moderating effects of environmental dynamism

We used Hayes (2013) SPSS PROCESS macro to assess whether environmental dynamism moderates the mediating influence of planned and adaptive resilience on the link between chairpersons’ self-efficacy and competitive advantage. This approach aligns with recommendations to examine context-specific moderation effects (Schilke, 2014; Wulandhari et al., 2022).

Table 6 shows that chairpersons’ self-efficacy positively affects planned resilience, adaptive resilience, and competitive advantage. Planned and adaptive resilience both positively affect competitive advantage. These findings are consistent with prior research indicating that resilience enhances competitive positioning under stable conditions (Sobaih et al., 2021). However, the significant negative interaction terms—planned resilience × environmental dynamism and adaptive resilience ×environmental dynamics—indicate that higher environmental dynamism weakens the positive impact of resilience on competitive advantage. This pattern aligns with Schilke (2014) and Xiao et al. (2020), who reported that environmental volatility attenuates resilience benefits, and it counters propositions that resilience uniformly improves performance irrespective of context (Forliano et al., 2023).


TABLE 6 The moderating effect of environmental dynamics on the mediating effect of organizational resilience between self-efficacy and competitive advantage.


	Categories
	Model 1
	Model 2
	Model 3
	Model 4



	PR
	CA
	AR
	CA



	
β

	
t

	
β

	
t

	
β

	
t

	
β

	
t


 

 	Time of establishment 	−0.01
 (0.03) 	−0.17 	0.02
 (0.04) 	0.52 	0.02
 (0.03) 	0.56 	0.01
 (0.03) 	0.35


 	Number of members 	0.00
 (0.04) 	0.02 	0.05
 (0.04) 	1.06 	−0.02
 (0.03) 	−0.55 	0.05
 (0.04) 	1.27


 	Age 	−0.01
 (0.00) 	−2.27* 	0.00
 (0.00) 	0.75 	−0.01
 (0.00) 	−1.47 	0.00
 (0.00) 	0.69


 	Education level 	0.03
 (0.04) 	0.70 	0.06
 (0.05) 	0.04 	0.04
 (0.04) 	1.06 	0.04
 (0.05) 	0.37


 	Work experience 	0.16
 (0.05) 	3.65*** 	0.04
 (0.05) 	0.77 	0.12
 (0.04) 	2.91** 	0.04
 (0.05) 	0.74


 	SE 	0.34
 (0.52) 	6.50*** 	0.24
 (0.06) 	3.73*** 	0.40
 (0.05) 	8.61*** 	0.14
 (0.06) 	2.24*


 	PR 	 	 	0.31
 (0.06) 	3.73*** 	 	 	 	


 	AR 	 	 	 	 	 	 	0.51
 (0.07) 	6.88***


 	ED 	 	 	0.13
 (0.06) 	2.01* 	 	 	0.14
 (0.06) 	2.42*


 	PR × ED 	 	 	−0.15
 (0.07) 	−1.97* 	 	 	 	


 	AR × ED 	 	 	 	 	 	 	−0.21
 (0.08) 	−2.62**


 	Constant 	−1.27
 (0.36) 	−3.58*** 	2.36
 (0.42) 	5.63*** 	−1.72
 (0.32) 	−5.40*** 	2.85
 (0.41) 	6.98***


 	R2 	0.21 	0.24 	0.26 	0.32


 	F 	12.37 	9.76 	16.30 	14.46





SE in brackets.
 

Next, we probed the moderated mediation across three levels of environmental dynamism (mean±1 SD). As shown in Table 7, the mediating effect of planned resilience on the relationship between chairpersons’ self-efficacy and competitive advantage was found to be positively significant at all three levels of environmental dynamism. These results corroborate moderated mediation findings in other sectors (Prayag and Dassanayake, 2023) but run counter to assertions that planned resilience’s indirect effect remains constant across varying environmental conditions (Wulandhari et al., 2022). Similarly, an analysis was performed to assess the moderating influence of environmental dynamism on the mediating role of adaptive resilience between chairpersons’ self-efficacy and competitive advantage. The results shown in Table 6 reveal that environmental dynamism significantly moderates the indirect effect of chairpersons’ self-efficacy on competitive advantage through adaptive resilience. This outcome supports earlier evidence that adaptive resilience’s benefits diminish under turbulent conditions (Hua and Brown, 2024) and contradicts views that adaptive resilience’s mediation effect is invariant to environmental context (Borda-Rodriguez et al., 2016). Consequently, both Hypothesis 4a and Hypothesis 4b are substantiated. Among the control variables, chairpersons’ work experience is significantly related to planned resilience (β = 0.16, p < 0.001) and competitive advantage (β = 0.12, p < 0.01).


TABLE 7 Moderated mediation effect test results.


	Planned resilience
	Adaptive resilience



	DC
	Mediation value
	Boot SE
	Boot LLCI
	Boot ULCI
	DC
	Mediation value
	Boot SE
	Boot LLCI
	Boot ULCI

 

 	M-SD 	0.140*** 	0.046 	0.056 	0.239 	M-SD 	0.263*** 	0.056 	0.152 	0.371


 	M 	0.107*** 	0.034 	0.047 	0.181 	M 	0.206*** 	0.043 	0.128 	0.295


 	M + SD 	0.073*** 	0.040 	0.001 	0.155 	M + SD 	0.148*** 	0.045 	0.065 	0.243




 

Figures 2, 3 graphically depict these interactions, illustrating that under high environmental dynamism—exacerbated by COVID-19 market disruptions—cooperatives struggle to leverage resilience effectively, leading to weaker competitive positioning or even closures due to insufficient surplus for resilience-building. In contrast, under low dynamism, resilience mechanisms translate more robustly into advantage.

[image: Line graph showing the relationship between planned resilience and competitive advantage. Two lines, one solid and one dotted, represent low and high environmental dynamism, respectively. Both lines show an upward trend from low to high planned resilience, indicating increased competitive advantage.]

FIGURE 2
 The interactive effect of planned resilience and environmental dynamism on competitive advantage. Steeper positive slope denotes that adaptive resilience amplifies the positive relationship between environmental dynamism and competitive advantage. Flatter slope suggests reduced effectiveness of environmental dynamism when adaptive resilience is low.


[image: Line graph comparing competitive advantage against adaptive resilience with two trends: low environmental dynamism (solid line) and high environmental dynamism (dotted line). Both lines slope upward, indicating that higher adaptive resilience correlates with greater competitive advantage.]

FIGURE 3
 The interactive effect of adaptive resilience and environmental dynamism on competitive advantage.






5 Discussion

The competitive environment demands that cooperatives consider organizational resilience to survive crises. However, resilience often coexists with flexibility and short-termism, creating paradoxes in dynamic settings where long-term stability and rapid adaptation may conflict. As leaders, chairpersons play a pivotal role in cooperative management. Grounded in social cognitive theory and dynamic capabilities theory, this study uses survey data from 286 cooperatives in Guangdong Province, China, to examine how chairperson self-efficacy influences competitive advantage through organizational resilience.

First, we establish that in China, chairperson self-efficacy significantly enhances cooperative competitive advantage. Chairpersons with high self-efficacy set ambitious goals, persist through setbacks, and promptly regain confidence after failure, which boosts job satisfaction. This aligns with Palmer et al. (2019) and extends understanding of self-efficacy’s role in cooperative growth.

Second, organizational resilience contributes to competitive advantage. Resilient cooperatives anticipate disruptions and enact early responses (Mollenkopf et al., 2022), while their adaptive capacity reshapes core competencies for sustained advantage (Fathi et al., 2021). This duality reflects the tension between planned preparedness and flexible adaptation.

Third, building on self-efficacy’s direct effect, we show how high self-efficacy bolsters resilience. Effective leaders maintain clear direction and assess vulnerabilities objectively, deploying innovative strategies during crises. Their confidence in risk-taking and strategy adjustment underlines the connection between self-efficacy and resilience. In China’s dynamic agricultural market—shaped by collectivist norms and policy incentives for rapid response—adaptive resilience often surpasses planned resilience, as cultural emphasis on communal problem-solving and government support for agile interventions enable faster recovery. Thus, chairpersons with strong self-efficacy enhance both forms of resilience, but adaptive resilience yields a greater competitive edge under these cultural and policy conditions.

Fourth, environmental dynamism significantly moderates the link between organizational resilience and competitive advantage. This clarifies when resilience translates into advantage. We tested the moderating effect of dynamism on both resilience’s mediating role and its direct impact on competitive advantage. Following Barreto (2010), we compared resilience outcomes under low- and high-dynamism conditions. Results show that even in highly dynamic environments, both planned and adaptive resilience remain positively associated with competitive advantage. This contradicts Schilke (2014), who argued that dynamic capabilities cannot deliver advantage under such volatility. Cooperatives, being more vulnerable and resource-limited than larger firms, often rely on short-term plans that can be quickly recombined into new strategies. However, resilience’s effectiveness declines as dynamism increases, indicating that its strongest benefit occurs under lower dynamism.



6 Theoretical implications and managerial implications


6.1 Theoretical implications

Our research provides several contributions for theory. First, we extends social cognition theory to explore important antecedents of the competitive advantage of cooperatives. Our research found that chairpersons’ sense of self-efficacy, as a positive psychological cognition, can transform the existing psychological quality into the competitive advantage of cooperatives. The views of our paper can provide policy references for the managers of cooperatives so that they can better understand and reflect on their sense of self-efficacy, thus helping cooperatives achieve sustainable competitive advantage.

Second, we draw on the “resource-capability-advantage” framework of RBV (Barney, 1991), our research found that a high perceived self-efficacy can increase chairpersons’ motivation and stress tolerance, making them more resilient to obstacles and setbacks and boosting organizational resilience and performance achievements. In conclusion, the validation of RBV’s “resource-capability-advantage” concept inside the framework of cooperatives enriches our understanding of the mechanism through which cognitive theory influences organizational competitive advantage.

Third, our research reveals the moderating influence of environmental dynamism on the relationship between planned resilience and the competitive advantage of cooperatives, as well as between adaptive resilience and the competitive advantage of cooperative relationships. These findings provide valuable insights into how cooperatives can strategically adjust the focus and intensity of leveraging organizational resilience to impact their competitive advantage, contingent upon the level of environmental dynamism they face. Hillmann and Guenther (2021) have shown that resilience frequently interacts closely with the conditions of its external environment. This demonstrates that environmental factors cannot be ignored in the promotion of cooperative capacity, and this finding has certain theoretical contributions.



6.2 Managerial implications

Empirically our research provides suggestions to the policymakers: Cooperatives should emphasize the development of self-efficacy in chairpersons through training and practice to enhance their ability to set challenging goals, be resilient in the face of difficulties and recover quickly from failure. High leader self-efficacy contributes to higher job satisfaction and organizational performance, which positively impacts the cooperative’s long-term competitive advantage. Second, co-operatives need to develop and strengthen planned and adaptive resilience to cope with environmental uncertainty and turbulence. By developing flexible plans and strategies, cooperatives are better able to anticipate and adapt to changes in the environment, maintain business continuity and recover quickly from crises, thereby enhancing their competitive advantage. Third, cooperatives should pay close attention to environmental dynamics and adjust their resilience strategies in response to changes in the environment. When environmental turbulence intensifies, cooperatives should pay more attention to short-term planning and rapid response capabilities in order to utilize existing resources and plans to make new combinations and respond quickly to market changes. At the same time, cooperatives should recognize that the effectiveness of planned and adaptive resilience may diminish under high environmental dynamics, and therefore require more flexible and innovative strategies to maintain and enhance competitive advantage.




7 Limitations and future research

Although our research contributes to both theory and practice, several limitations warrant consideration.

First, the cross-sectional design limits our ability to infer causality among chairpersons’ self-efficacy, organizational resilience, and competitive advantage. Future research should employ longitudinal designs to clarify temporal and causal dynamics.

Second, while our study focuses on Chinese agricultural cooperatives, the mechanisms linking chairpersons’ self-efficacy, organizational resilience, and competitive advantage may extend beyond this context. In many developing nations—such as those in Africa and Southeast Asia—smallholder cooperatives face similar resource constraints, policy uncertainties, and market volatility, suggesting that self-efficacy–driven resilience could likewise enhance competitive positioning. However, local governance structures, community norms, and regulatory environments differ, so empirical validation in these regions is necessary. Similarly, non-agricultural cooperatives (e.g., credit unions or consumer cooperatives) operate under distinct sectoral dynamics—such as financial regulations or service delivery imperatives—which may moderate the resilience pathways identified here. Finally, public–private partnerships (PPPs) and small- and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) often function under hybrid governance models, blending profit motives and stakeholder accountability. In those settings, self-efficacy and resilience remain relevant but may interact with factors like regulatory oversight or public mandates in ways that differ from purely member-driven cooperatives. We encourage future research to test our model across these varied contexts to clarify its boundary conditions and inform tailored strategies.

Third, the determinants of organizational resilience are multifaceted, and this study cannot cover all potential antecedents. Subsequent investigations could examine digital leadership as an antecedent of resilience, exploring how technology-driven leadership styles influence cooperative adaptability. Fourth, our focus on traditional farmer cooperatives overlooks governance structures in multi-stakeholder cooperatives. Future research could explore resilience pathways in multi-stakeholder settings to reveal how diverse member interests shape resilience and performance. Finally, other contextual factors—such as social capital and cultural norms—merit deeper investigation to build a more comprehensive model of resilience and competitive advantage.



8 Conclusion

Our research constructs an integrative framework to investigate the determinants of competitive advantage within cooperatives. The empirical findings reveal that both chairpersons’ self-efficacy and organizational resilience positively influence the competitive edge of cooperatives. Furthermore, the impact of chairpersons’ self-efficacy on the competitive advantage is partially mediated by planned and adaptive resilience. Additionally, environmental dynamism negatively moderates the mediating roles of both planned and adaptive resilience. Consequently, we enhances our comprehension of the sustained competitive advantage in cooperatives, bridging a research gap and extending the applicability of institutional theory. The insights gleaned from our research offer valuable guidance to policymakers and cooperative practitioners, particularly those from developing nations and the agricultural sector, thus propelling the high-quality development of cooperatives and advancing agricultural progress in these countries.
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