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The Belt and Road Initiative, Digital Transformation, and Innovation of
Chinese Enterprises
LI Fangfang, FENG Fan
( Nanjing University, Nanjing 210093 )

Abstract: Enterprise innovation is the key to achieving high-quality economic development, and opening up to
the outside world fosters innovation. Since the proposal of the Belt and Road Initiative ( BRI), it has achieved
fruitful results, built a good external economic circulation for China, and made important contributions to promoting
high-quality economic development under the “dual circulation” development paradigm. Therefore, whether and
how the BRI affects the innovation of micro-enterprises under the new development pattern deserves further
exploration.

This paper uses a combination of text mining and manual assessment to identify the enterprises participating in
the BRI construction at the micro level based on the data of A-share listed companies from 2009 to 2019 in China.
It also constructs a multi-period DID model to examine the impact and mechanism of the BRI on enterprise
innovation. The findings show that the BRI significantly improves the quantity and quality of innovation of
participating enterprises. This conclusion still holds after parallel trend tests, endogenous analysis, and robustness
tests. Mechanism tests show that the improvement in quantity and quality is achieved through the effect of research
and development investment and innovation network spillover, and digital transformation of enterprises positively
regulates the relationship between the BRI and the quantity and quality of enterprise innovation. Further analysis
shows that the BRI exerts a more pronounced influence on enhancing the innovation quality of state-owned
enterprises compared to non-state-owned ones and plays a more obvious role in improving the quantity and quality of
innovation of enterprises in regions with lower levels of marketization. In addition, the synergy between
participation in the BRI and the digital transformation of enterprises can also promote the key and core technology
innovation of high-tech enterprises.

The potential contributions of this paper are as follows. First, it deeply analyzes the mechanism of the BRI’ s
impact on enterprise innovation based on the five-pronged approach, which is conducive to comprehensively and
objectively understanding the microeconomic effect of the BRI on enterprise innovation. Second, it establishes a
multi-period DID model to evaluate the micro effects of the BRI, and optimizes the problem that the traditional DID
method fails to measure the gradual impact of the BRI’ s shock on micro-enterprises. Third, based on the
perspectives of allocation, absorption, and integration of internal and external innovation resources, this paper
innovatively identifies the boundary effect of digital transformation of enterprises on the relationship between the BRI
and enterprise innovation. Finally, it deeply discusses the synergy effect of the BRI and digital transformation of
enterprises on enterprises’ key and core technology innovation, providing important policy enlightenment for China
to achieve greater self-reliance and strength in science and technology.

Keywords: the Belt and Road Initiative; enterprise innovation; R&D investment; spillover effect; digital

transformation ; key and core technology

R . et

105



