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Abstract: 
Based on social network theory, the study explained the digital transformation process of startups in Vietnam 
during the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic. The study examined the relationship between social capital, hu-
man capital, access to resources, and digital transformation of startups in Vietnam. The study used Partial Least 
Squares - Structural Equation Modelling (PLS-SEM) with a sample size of 230 startups managers. The results show 
that there are positive and statistically significant relationships between social capital, human capital, access to 
resources, and digital transformation. The results also reveal the partial mediating roles of access to resources 
and human capital in the relationship between social capital and digital transformation. The results proposed 
some managerial implications for startups managers in building relationship networks with stakeholders such as 
government agencies and business partners (customers, competitors, suppliers, and providers of digital platform 
services). Through managers' social capital, accessible resources and the improvement of human capital have 
accelerated digital transformation for startups to escape the crisis of the COVID-19 pandemic. Finally, the study 
presented some limitations and directions for further research. 
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INTRODUCTION 
The outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic in Vietnam has 
severely affected the production and business activities of 
various enterprises. Many businesses have stopped oper-
ating because sales and service provision has decreased 
sharply, the number of customers has decreased signifi-
cantly because of the difficulty in reaching customers. 
Many businesses cut operating costs (reduce wages and 
payments, reduce personnel, etc.) to maintain their exist-
ence. The year of 2021 is forecasted to be a difficult year 
for the world economy due to the impact of the COVID-19 
epidemic. In order to create favorable conditions for start-
up businesses in the context of difficulties and challenges, 
Vietnam government has adopted policies to reform, in-
novate and improve the business environment specified 
in Decree 01/2021/ND-CP issued on January 4, 2021, and 

Resolution 02/NQ-CP issued on January 1, 2021. In the 
first two months of 2021, the number of newly estab-
lished enterprises reached 18,129, up 4% over the same 
period in 2020. The increase in the number of enterprises 
with large, registered capital shows that the confidence of 
the business community has been improved. This contrib-
utes to promoting current start-up business activities in 
the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, which still has 
many complicated developments. 
According to a report by the Vietnam Chamber of Com-
merce and Industry (VCCI), Vietnamese businesses have 
adjusted towards digital transformation with many digital 
tools being applied. Many businesses have responded to 
the COVID-19 pandemic by training digital skills for em-
ployees, applying automation measures, and finding new 
supply chains. In the vision to 2030, Vietnam will become 
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a digital country with comprehensively innovating pro-
duction and business activities of enterprises. The COVID-
19 pandemic has created major changes in the behavior 
of both consumers and businesses as activities are shifted 
to online. 
For digital transformation, businesses need to create a 
foundation for digital transformation, transforming 
awareness to developing a digital platform. The COVID-19 
pandemic has pushed businesses in Vietnam to digitally 
transform to get out of the crisis. According to a survey by 
the World Bank (2020), Vietnam has 58% of Vietnamese 
businesses switching to digital platforms. The most used 
digital platform in Vietnamese businesses is applied to 
corporate governance, followed by marketing, payment 
methods, sales, and production planning. The COVID-19 
pandemic highlights the importance of applying technol-
ogy, improving the quality of the customer experience, ar-
tificial intelligence, and data analytics. This forces busi-
nesses to admit that digital transformation is no longer an 
option but has become a mandatory requirement in order 
to ensure future growth. 
In fact, the speed of digital transformation of Vietnamese 
enterprises is still slow. Some reasons can be mentioned 
are lack of professional knowledge in technology, lack of 
financial capital and digital transformation awareness of 
the managers. However, many Vietnamese enterprises 
have approached digital transformation for businesses 
with work management software applications, cloud com-
puting, chatbots and social networks. Lack of skills, lack of 
financial and human resources (for example, information 
technology capabilities) and awareness of transformation 
are major barriers affecting digital transformation for Vi-
etnamese enterprises.  
The issue of digital transformation research of businesses 
has been of interest from researchers around the world. 
Li, et al. [1] conducted research on digital transformation 
for small and medium startups enterprises. Small and me-
dium enterprises (SMEs) implement digital transfor-
mation to drive business model innovation to improve 
performance [2]. Digital transformation affects innova-
tion and entrepreneurship in the tourism industry [3]. In-
formation technology capabilities deliver operational re-
sults through the mediating role of digital transformation 
[4]. Digital transformation has opened up many opportu-
nities for innovation and entrepreneurship [5]. Entrepre-
neurial human capital drives business model innovation 
through the mediating role of resource access [6]. Human 
capital and social capital play vital roles in improving en-
trepreneurial performance of 1398 Vietnamese new-born 
firms [7]. Prem [8] studied the changes of components in 
business model with the specific characteristics of digital 
technologies in Industry 4.0. Finally, Xie, et al. [9] studied 
SMEs’ business model innovation to be enhanced by digi-
tal flatforms via the mediating mechanisms of capability 
reconfiguration.   
The above review shows that digital transformation plays 
an important role in enterprise innovation [3, 4, 5]. In ad-
dition, digital transformation also creates many opportu-
nities for business model innovation [10, 11]. Thus, digital 

transformation is implemented to help businesses adapt 
to the COVID-19 pandemic and get out of the crisis. How-
ever, since most startups lack capacity and have limited 
resources in the initial stages of operation, they cannot 
afford to have digital transformation on their own. Thanks 
to the relationship network of managers, businesses have 
the ability to digitally transform via accessible resources 
and enhanced human capital. For example, SMEs digitally 
transform through: (1) support from digital platform ser-
vice providers, (2) innovation in management awareness, 
(3) social capital development of managers, (4) business 
team building and (5) organizational capacity building [1].  
Some theories are applied in previous research such as 
human resource theory [4], dynamic capacity theory and 
organizational capacity theory [1]. The above theories ex-
plain the internal resources of businesses that support 
digital transformation. However, the theory of social net-
work, social capital and human capital of managers have 
not been mentioned to explain the formation of external 
resources to promote digital transformation for startups, 
especially in a transitional economy like Vietnam. This 
study was conducted to fill in the above research gap. In 
this study, digital transformation aims to cope with the 
crisis from the negative impact of the COVID-19 epidemic. 
Under the negative impact of COVID-19, limited capacity 
and resources are big barriers to digital transformation for 
startups in Vietnam. Therefore, managers' social capital 
plays a significant role in accessing external supporting re-
sources and improving human capital to promote digital 
transformation for startups. This study has three main 
contributions: 
First, to explore the new relationship between managers' 
social capital, human capital, access to resources and dig-
ital transformation of startups in Vietnam. 
Second, to explore the mediating role of access to re-
sources between social capital and digital transformation 
of startups in Vietnam. 
Finally, to explore the mediating role of human capital be-
tween social capital and digital transformation of startups 
in Vietnam. 
 

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND AND RESEARCH MODEL 
Social network theory 
Networks are understood as knowing the “right people” 
and making connections with each other to accomplish 
and achieve individual and organizational goals [12, 13]. 
In addition, networking is also considered in terms of self-
efforts in personal communication in order to benefit 
from external opportunities [14] or efforts to cooperate 
with partners and stakeholders to gain and sustain com-
petitive advantage [15]. 
The core of social network theory is that individuals tend 
to think and act alike. In network theory, a set of relation-
ships (individuals, groups, or organizations) are formed, 
and the entire set of relationships can be applied in ex-
plaining social behavior to stakeholders [16]. Individuals 
acquire social capital through job placement in social net-
works [17]. The strength of a relationship depends on the 
amount of time spent in that relationship and the mutual 
exchange between individuals in the social network.  
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Social capital 
Social capital has been studied at many levels such as in-
dividual [14], organizational [18], and social [19]. Social 
capital theory is the network of relationships created or 
resulted, resources can be used for the benefit of individ-
uals or groups [20]. In this study, social capital is ad-
dressed at the individual level. At this level, social capital 
is defined as the resources associated with one's relation-
ships with others, actual or potential benefit that a person 
accrues from his or her network of formal and informal 
relationships with others [14].  
 

Human capital 
The concept of human capital is related to individuals' 
knowledge and abilities [21]. Human capital can be devel-
oped through formal training and education aimed at up-
dating and renewing one's capacity to function well in so-
ciety. Human capital theory has been applied in the field 
of entrepreneurship and human capital contributes to the 
success of entrepreneurs [22]. Human capital is crucial in 
discovering and creating business opportunities [23], ex-
ploiting business opportunities Dimov [24], acquiring new 
knowledge and creating competitive advantages for new 
businesses [25]. Researchers have previously distin-
guished different types of human capital [26]. Human cap-
ital is divided into three categories: firm-specific human 
capital, industry-specific human capital, and Individual-
specific human capital. In this study, individual-specific 
human capital is mentioned.  
Individual-specific human capital refers to knowledge that 
is applicable to businesses and industries; it includes gen-
eral business and management experience [27], educa-
tion and skill level [28], and the age of individuals [29]. 
[29] discussed the human capital model for success and 
suggested that business success is positively related to 
training and business experience. In addition, Prais [30] 
examined how a country's education and training system 
can promote overall productivity. 
In this study, human capital is defined as the awareness of 
managers about digital transformation, developing digital 
management skills, digital capabilities and digital culture, 
improving adaptability and mobility, creative and intellec-
tual capacity in digital technology [31].  
 

Access to external support resources 
From the social capital of individuals, resources are ap-
proached in different aspects. From a resource theory-
based perspective, resources refer to all types of tangible 
and intangible assets such as finance, raw materials, la-
bor, technology and organization [32]. Research by Ju, et 
al. [33] identified resources accessible from the network 
including finance, materials, technology, and human cap-
ital. New businesses often have to rely on external re-
sources to set up and grow successfully. Access to entre-
preneurial resources includes access to financial capital, 
knowledge, information and additional partners [34], in-
formation/knowledge, new partners and financial sup-
port [6]. 
 
 

Digital transformation 
Digital technologies such as analytics, big data, cloud, so-
cial media, mobile platforms and smart solutions are driv-
ing and reshaping business models and organization's re-
investment methods [19, 35].  
Digital transformation refers to the changes and transfor-
mations that are driven by the foundation of digital tech-
nology. Within an enterprise, digital transformation is de-
fined as an organizational shift to big data, analytics, 
cloud, mobility, and social media platforms. While organ-
izations are constantly transforming and evolving in re-
sponse to the changing market landscape, digital transfor-
mation is the changes built on the foundation of digital 
technology, opening up unique changes in business oper-
ations, business and value creation processes [36]. Libert, 
et al. [36] argued that digital transformation is the use of 
digital technology to increase efficiency in an enterprise's 
business processes and that digital transformation occurs 
when digital technology is used to completely transform 
business operations, create value, and deliver new digital 
products. Through digital transformation, organizations 
can integrate digital technology in many aspects of their 
operations and can also engage customers with digital in-
novation [37]. Businesses that have successfully adopted 
digital transformation are more likely to generate revenue 
using their existing resources [38]. Therefore, businesses 
have accepted digital transformation to be able to effec-
tively use digital connectivity and communication to 
spread among key partners in the value chain [4]. 
 

Research hypothesis development 
Social capital and digital transformation 
In an unstable business environment, firms will rely on 
managers' social capital [39]. In a transitional economy, 
where legal institutions are weak and information is not 
publicly available, managers' social capital plays an im-
portant role [40]. Therefore, informal enterprises must 
rely on networks with parties such as government offi-
cials, business partners and social networks [40], state-
owned enterprises [41]. Nguyen, et al. [42] argued that 
the network plays a vital role in the transitional economy. 
Network of relationships can bring some resources to help 
businesses survive and develop [43, 44]. 
Moreover, during the COVID-19 outbreak, many busi-
nesses were severely affected. The Government issued Di-
rective No. 11/CT-TTg dated March 4, 2020, on urgent 
tasks and solutions to remove difficulties for production 
and business, ensure social security, and respond to the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Digital transformation is the solution 
to help businesses get out of crisis to develop new mar-
kets, easily reach customers, and cut operating costs. 
Businesses with good relationships with government 
agencies will easily access information on training policies 
to improve digital skills, digital management for lead-
ers/managers and information technology capabilities.  
For instance, information technology capabilities are re-
quired to implement an effective digital transformation 
strategy [37, 45]. Firms build information technology ca-
pabilities to enable higher digital transformation in prod-
ucts, services and other activities in value chain [46]. Firms 
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with superior information technology capabilities can cre-
ate digital transformation by redesigning existing business 
processes and converting traditional products, services, 
customers to digital services [4]. Digital transformation re-
quires firms to have digital skills, financial resources to in-
vest in digital flatforms and personnel management digi-
tal model. Thank to managers’ social capital, firms could 
easily access information and supporting resources to 
promote digital transformation. SMEs’ digital transfor-
mation is carried out  through social capital development 
of managers [1]. Therefore, hypothesis H1 is suggested: 
Hypothesis H1: Social capital has a positive relationship 
with digital transformation. 
 

Social capital and human capital 
Through the manager's social capital, human capital is 
also improved. In the early stages of operation, startups 
are limited in capacity. Thanks to the social capital of the 
managers, startups will easily access information and ex-
ternal support resources [47]. Gustafsson and Autio [48] 
have emphasized the importance of community network 
to advance technology structuring and discovered valua-
ble applications for new technologies. In Vietnam, 
startups are supported in the initial stages. Startups build 
a good network of relationships with government agen-
cies and their managers will be supported with free train-
ing to improve their competencies, skills, professional and 
digital expertise. Therefore, social capital also contributes 
to the enhancement of human capital. Hypothesis H2 is 
proposed: 
Hypothesis H2: Social capital has a positive relationship 
with human capital. 
 

Human capital and digital transformation 
Digital transformation requires firms to have digital skills 
and digital management. Therefore, it is very essential to 
utilize human capital that will accelerate the digital trans-
formation. Nwankpa and Roumani [4] claimed that digital 
transformation based on IT capabilities. Additionally, dig-
ital transformation requires business team building and 
organizational capacity building [1]. Thus, digital transfor-
mation requires digital management skills for lead-
ers/managers, transforming the perception of digital 
managers, building digital transformation receivers, test-
ing digital transformation and information technology ca-
pabilities. Ghi, et al. [49] suggested that human capital has 
a positive impact on digital transformation of startups in 
Vietnam. Therefore, hypothesis H3 is proposed: 
Hypothesis H3: Human capital has a positive relationship 
with digital transformation. 
 

The mediating role of access to resources between social 
capital and digital transformation 
For digital transformation, start-ups need a lot of external 
support resources. In the early stages of operation, 
startups lack operational resources [6]. Moreover, during 
the crisis period due to the impact of the COVID-19 epi-
demic, startups are even more limited in resources for dig-
ital transformation. Li, et al. [1] also shown that small and 

medium enterprises also have limited resources and ca-
pacity for digital transformation. Therefore, managers' ac-
cess to supporting resources through social capital or a 
network of social relations with stakeholders such as gov-
ernment agencies, support organizations, digital service 
providers, etc. is very necessary. Thanks to the social cap-
ital of the manager, digital transformation is made possi-
ble by accessible resources. Accessible resources include 
information, resources, and financial resources [34, 47, 
50]. Therefore, access to resources is expected to act as a 
mediator between social capital and digital transfor-
mation and the hypothesis H4 is proposed: 
Hypothesis H4: Access to resources has a mediating role 
between social capital and digital transformation. 
 

The mediating role of human capital between social capi-
tal and digital transformation 
Human capital is improved through managers' social cap-
ital. Through a network of relationships with Government 
agencies, employees are guided by the national digital 
transformation program to improve digital awareness and 
digital management skills. According to Rodchenko, et al. 
[31], human capital in digital transformation is required 
such as digitalization perception, development of digital 
competencies, development of digital culture and crea-
tive and intellectual factors. Under the negative influence 
of the COVID-19 epidemic and in the initial stages of op-
eration, startups lack skills and capabilities, social capital 
plays an important role in improving the skills and capa-
bilities of workers in startups. As a result, human capital is 
improved, digital transformation is carried out to adapt to 
market changes. Therefore, human capital is expected to 
act as a mediator between social capital and digital trans-
formation. Therefore, hypothesis H5 is proposed: 
Hypothesis H5: Human capital has a mediating role be-
tween social capital and digital transformation. 
Based on the above arguments to form research hypoth-
eses, the research model is proposed at Figure 1. 
 

 
Fig. 1 Proposed research model 
 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
Research process 
The research is carried out through qualitative, prelimi-
nary, and quantitative research methods: 
Qualitative and preliminary quantitative research: con-
ducted through online interviews with 9 experts who are 
in the board of directors (directors and deputy directors). 
The scale used in this study was calibrated through inter-
viewing each expert in order to adjust to the research con-
text. Next, pilot study was applied with 115 members of 
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companies' board of directors to check the reliability and 
convergent validity of the scale.  
Quantitative research: applied Bootstrapping technique 
with N = 5000 to test the hypothesis. This step is used to 
evaluate the measurement model and the structural 
model. The measurement model is evaluated through 
testing of scale reliability, composite reliability, conver-
gent validity, and discriminant validity. The structural 
model is evaluated through the following criteria: coeffi-
cient of determination (R2), predictive relevance (Q2) and 
effect size (f2). 
 

Scale measurement 
In the model, there are three research concepts: social 
capital, human capital, access to resources and digital 
transformation. The social capital scale is inherited from 
Peng and Luo [40], measured with 4 observed variables. 
The human capital scale is adjusted based on the study of 
Rodchenko, et al. [31] and is measured by 6 observed var-
iables. The scale of access to resources is inherited from 
the studies of Semrau and Werner [34] and Ghi, et al. [6]. 
The digital transformation scale is measured by 3 ob-
served variables, inherited from the study of Weill and 
Aral [37]. Observed variables are measured using a 5-
point Likert scale: (1) Totally disagree, (2) Disagree, (3) 
Neutral, (4) Agree, and (5) Totally agree (see Table 1). 
 

Table 1 
Scale of research concepts in the model 

Scale Symbol 
No. of observed  

variables 
Source of scale 

Social Capital SC 4 Peng and Luo [40] 

Human Capital HC 6 Rodchenko, et al. [31] 

Digital  
Transformation 

DT 3 Weill and Aral [37] 

Access  
to resources 

AR 3 
Semrau and Werner  

[34] 
 

Sample 
Sample selection criteria: Analysis units are businesses 
with digital technology applications such as big data, ana-
lytics, cloud, mobile and social media platforms. The sur-
vey subjects are the board of directors (directors/deputy 
directors) of the enterprise. 
Sampling method: The research sample was collected by 
convenient sampling method, online survey via google 
form. Before sending the questionnaire, the author ac-
tively contacted and received the approval from the board 
of directors, and the survey questionnaire was sent to a 
personal email address. 
Data analysis method: The study applied partial least 
squares structural model PLS-SEM to analyze data. Be-
cause of the advantage of the method that allows pro-
cessing of small sample data, data that do not follow the 
normal distribution [51], this method was selected for this 
study. 
Research sample: Online survey results show that there 
are 230 respondents, of which 230 are valid. Therefore, 
the study used 230 observations as the formal sample for 
this study. 
 

RESEARCH RESULTS 
Sample characteristics  
The official research sample is 230 observations, the sur-
vey subjects are the board of directors of start-up enter-
prises in Vietnam. In the sample, in terms of type of busi-
ness, the number of private enterprises is 67 startups (ac-
counting for 29%), the number of limited liability compa-
nies is 58 startups (accounting for 25%), the number of 
joint-stock companies is 71 startups, accounting for 31% 
and the remaining 34 startups (accounting for 15%) are 
other types. In terms of field of operation, startups mainly 
operate in the commercial sector with the number of 97 
startups (accounting for 42%), the manufacturing sector 
with 81 startups (accounting for 35%) and the service sec-
tor has 52 enterprises (accounting for 29%). In terms of 
labor size, start-up enterprises with less than 10 employ-
ees are 15 startups (accounting for 7%), from 11 to 30 em-
ployees are 65 startups (accounting for 28%), from 31 up 
to 50 employees are 105 startups (accounting for 46%) 
and over 51 employees with 45 startups (accounting for 
20%). Regarding the information of survey respondents, 
112 people are male (accounting for 49%), the rest 118 
people are female, accounting for 51%. The number of 
surveyed people with high school or college education is 
82 people (accounting for 36%), university education is 
117 people (accounting for 51%) and postgraduate is 31 
people (accounting for 13%) (see Table 2).  
 

Table 2 
Research sample characteristics 

Characteristics Frequency % 

Gender 
Male 112 49% 

Female 118 51% 

Education 
level 

High school/College 82 36% 

University 117 51% 

Postgraduate 31 13% 

Labor size 

Under 10 15 7% 

From 11 to 30 65 28% 

From 31 to 50 105 46% 

Over 51 45 20% 

Field  
of operation 

Manufacturing sector 81 35% 

Commercial sector 97 42% 

Service sector 52 23% 

Type  
of business 

Private enterprises 67 29% 

Limited liability companies 58 25% 

Joint-stock companies 71 31% 

Others 34 15% 

Source: Processing results from the author's survey data. 
 

Scale evaluation 
Table 3 presents the Cronbach's alpha reliability test, 
composite reliability (CR), average variance extracted 
(AVE) of the scales in the model. The scales all have 
Cronbach's Alpha coefficient (α) and composite reliability 
higher than the minimum allowed threshold. αAR = 0.721; 
αDT = 0,839; αHC = 0.854; αSC = 0.854 are higher than 0.6 
and CRAR = 0.842; CRDT = 0.903; CRHC  = 0.893; CRSC = 0.901 
are higher than 0.7 [52]. Average variance extracted (AVE) 
of the scales: AVEAR = 0.640; AVEDT = 0.755; AVEHC = 0.585; 
AVESC = 0.695 are higher than 0.5. Therefore, the scales in 
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the research model are reliable according to the 
standards of Hair Jr, et al. [52]. 
 

Table 3 
Scale evaluation 

Scale 
Cronbach's  

Alpha 
Composite 
reliability 

Average variance  
extracted 

Access  
to Resources 

0.721 0.842 0.640 

Digital  
Transformation 

0.839 0.903 0.755 

Human Capital 0.854 0.893 0.585 

Social Capital 0.854 0.901 0.695 

Source: processing results from the author's survey data. 

 
The results of Table 4 show that the loading factors of all 
observed variables are larger than 0.7, except for the 
observed variable "We always improve our creative and 
intellectual capacity in digital technology" which has a 
loading factor of 0.575 < 0.7.  
 

Table 4 
Statistical indicators of the scales 

Observed variables Mean SD 
Outer  

loadings 

I have received financial support  
from start-up support organizations  
to invest in digital platforms (AR1) 

2.578 0.845 0.845 

I have received relevant information/ 
knowledge about digital transformation from 

start-up support organizations (AR2) 
2.617 0.919 0.819 

I have been introduced to business partners 
providing digital services (AR3) 

2.678 0.992 0.732 

We are driving new business processes built 
on the foundation of digital technologies such 

as big data, analytics, cloud, mobile 
and social media platforms (DT1) 

3.517 0.959 0.887 

We are integrating digital technologies like so-
cial media, big data, analytics, cloud, and mo-

bile technologies to drive change (DT2) 
3.465 1.003 0.851 

Our business is moving to use digital technolo-
gies such as big data, analytics, cloud, mobile 

and social media platforms (DT3) 
3.522 0.986 0.869 

We have built close relationships  
with buyers (SC1) 

3.678 1.026 0.834 

We have built close relationships  
with digital service providers (SC2) 

3.683 0.932 0.824 

We have built close relationships  
with our competitors (SC3) 

3.548 0.985 0.835 

We have built close relationships with levels of 
Government agencies (SC4) 

3.470 0.917 0.841 

We always raise awareness of digital  
transformation (HC1) 

3.778 1.058 0.837 

We always develop ourselves and digital man-
agement skills (HC2) 

3.813 1.057 0.736 

We are always developing digital  
capabilities (HC3) 

3.926 1.025 0.830 

We are always improving adaptability  
and mobility (HC4) 

3.561 1.040 0.810 

We always develop digital culture (HC5) 3.630 1.091 0.772 

We always improve our creative  
and intellectual capacity in digital  

technology (HC6) 
3.548 0.962 0.575 

Note: AR: Access to resources, DT: Digital Transformation, SC: 
Social capital, HC: Human Capital. 
Source: processing results from the author's survey data. 

However, this observed variable is still retained because it 
has important content value in this scale. Therefore, the 
observed variables used in the research model have 
reached convergent validity according to the standard of 
Hair Jr, et al. [52].  
In summary, according to the evaluation criteria of Hair Jr, 
et al. [52] on Cronbach's alpha, composite reliability (CR) 
and average variance extracted (AVE) of the model, the 
scales ensure reliability and convergent validity as well as 
meet the allowable requirements to take the next steps. 
Table 5 presents the results of evaluating the discriminant 
validity of latent variables in the model, using Fornell - 
Lacker criteria according to Fornell and Larcker [53]. Table 
5 shows that all square root values of AVE of each 
research variable are greater than the correlation 
coefficient between that variable and the rest of the 
variables in the model. Therefore, the scales of the 
research variables all have reached discriminant validity. 
 

Table 5 
Discriminant validity testing (Fornell-Lacker) 

Constructs Mean SD 1 2 3 4 

1. Access to  
Resources 

2.624 0.919 0.800    

2. Digital  
Transformation 

3.501 0.983 0.339 0.869   

3. Human Capital 3.709 1.039 0.380 0.372 0.765  

4. Social Capital 3.595 0.965 0.322 0.521 0.322 0.834 

Source: processing results from the author's survey data. 

 
Estimated results and discussion 
The results of model estimation by Bootstrapping method 
with sample size of 5000 are shown in Figure 2.  
 

 
Fig. 2 Estimated results of PLS-SEM 

 
Table 6 presents the test results of the theoretical model. 
The quality of the proposed model is evaluated through 
R2 and Stone-Geisser index values (Q2). Table 6 shows that 
the R2 value DT is 0.324 > 0.26. According to the 
evaluation criteria of Cohen [54], it is considered strong. 
Stone-Geisser index values of Q²DT is 0.241 in the range 
(0.02; 0.35), according to the standard of Chin [55], the 
predictive level of the model is moderate. In addition, the 
effect size (f2) between the components is > 0.02 but < 
0.35. According to Henseler, et al. [56], the level of effect 
between components is moderate. 
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Table 6 
Hypothesis testing results 

Hypothesis Relation β Bootstrapping SD T 
Bootstrapping con-

fidence intervals 
P-value VIF Conclusion 

Direct impact 

H1 SC → DT 0.418 0.417*** 0.07 5.971 [0.273; 0.552] 0.000 1.177 Accepted 

H2 SC → HC 0.322 0.331*** 0.064 5.032 [0.196; 0.449] 0.000 1.000 Accepted 

H3 HC → DT 0.186 0.189*** 0.069 2.72 [0.050; 0.320] 0.007 1.232 Accepted 

 SC → AR 0.322 0.33*** 0.058 5.517 [0.211; 0.438] 0.000 1.000  

 AR → DT 0.133 0.136** 0.059 2.269 [0.020; 0.251] 0.023 1.232  

Indirect impact 

H4 SC→AR→DT 0.043 0.045** 0.021 2.039 [0.007; 0.090] 0.042  Accepted 

H5 SC→HC→DT 0.06 0.062* 0.025 2.383 [0.017; 0.115] 0.017  Accepted 

R2
DT(Adj)  0.324  

f2  f2
AR→DT = 0.022; f2

HC→DT = 0.042; f2
SC→AR = 0.116; f2

SC→DT = 0.223; f2
SC→HC = 0.116  

Stone-Geisser’s Q²  Q2
AR = 0.063; Q2

DT = 0.241; Q2
HC = 0.057  

Note: ***,**,* correspond to the significance level of 1%, 5%, và 10%, respectively. 
Source: processing results from the author's survey data. 
 

The results show that all relationships are statistically 
significant, so all proposed hypotheses in the research 
model are accepted. The test results show that manager’s 
social capital has a positive relationship with digital 
transformation of startups, so the hypothesis H1 is 
accepted (H1: B = 0.417; p = 0.000 < 0.01). Similarly, the 
test results show that social capital has a positive 
relationship with human capital, so the hypothesis H2 is 
also accepted (H2: B = 0.331, p = 0.000 < 0.01). Next, 
human capital also contributes to promote digital 
transformation of startups (H3: B = 0.189, p = 0.007 < 
0.01), therefore the hypothesis H3 is also accepted. 
The results of Bootstrapping with N = 5000 observations 
show that the points of estimator of relationships with 
intermediate effects is statistically significant. For the 
hypothesis H4, the point of estimator (H4: B = 0.045, p = 
0.042 < 0.05) is in the confidence interval and there is no 
0 value in this confidence interval (95%, CIs = 0.007; 
0.090), so hypothesis H4 is accepted. The test results show 
that there is an indirect influence of social capital on 
digital transformation through the mediating role of 
resource access. According to the standards of Hair Jr, et 
al. [52], access to resources acts as an intermediary 
between social capital and digital transformation. For the 
hypothesis H5, the test results show that the point of 
estimate of relationships with intermediate effects (H5: B 
= 0.062, p = 0.017 < 0.05) belongs to the 95% confidence 
interval (CIs: 0.017; 0.115) and has statistically significant. 
Furthermore, the confidence interval CIs (0.017; 0.115) 
does not include the value 0. Therefore, hypothesis H5 is 
accepted, social capital has an indirect effect on digital 
transformation according to the criteria of Hair Jr, et al. 
[52]. 
Table 7 shows the direct and indirect effects of social 
capital on digital transformation through the mediated 
mechanism of access to resources and human capital. The 
direct impact of social capital on digital transformation is 
Bdirect = 0.417, the level of indirect impact is Bindirect = 0.106 
and the total impact of social capital on digital 
transformation is Btotal = 0.523. The results show that the 
partial mediating roles of access to resources and human 

capital contributes to the digital transformation of 
startups.  
 

Table 7 
Direct and indirect effects on digital transformation 

Factors  Effect 
Human 
capital 

Access 
to resources 

Digital  
transformation 

Social capital 

Direct 0.328 0.328 0.417 

Indirect 0.000 0.000 0.106 

Total 0.328 0.328 0.523 

Human capital 

Direct   0.190 

Indirect   0.000 

Total   0.190 

Access  
to resources 

Direct   0.135 

Indirect   0.000 

Total   0.135 

Source: Processing results from the author's survey data. 

 
Previous studies have suggested that access to resources 
is mainly from social networks [33], network size and 
relationship quality [34]. Managers' human capital also 
helps businesses access external support resources [6]. In 
this study, access to external support resources through 
managers' social capital supports startups in digital 
transformation in order to become suitable for the market 
context during the outbreak of the COVID-19 epidemic. 
During the crisis period under the negative impact of the 
COVID-19 epidemic, startups need to change their 
business strategies, in which digital transformation is the 
optimal solution for startups to access markets and 
customers, when direct communication with customers 
and partners is limited. However, digital transformation in 
enterprises is not easy to implement with limited 
resources and capacities of startups. Meanwhile, 
managers' social capital plays an important role in 
supporting digital transformation. Social capital helps 
startups easily access external support resources. 
According to project 844/QD-TTg, start-up businesses are 
eligible for various supports from different sources. 
Moreover, during the COVID-19 pandemic, startups are 
one of the main objects of support due to the impact of 
the epidemic. However, access to these support resources 
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is still limited. Therefore, social capital plays an important 
role in accessing support resources to promote digital 
transformation. 
In addition to digital transformation, startups need 
financial resources to invest in digital platforms. However, 
the human capital of managers and workers makes an 
important contribution to digital transformation. Some 
previous studies have suggested that digital 
transformation relies on information technology 
capabilities [5] and digital transformation thanks to 
managers' social capital [1]. In this study, digital 
transformation relies on digital skills and capabilities of 
managers and employees. Managers must raise 
awareness of digital transformation, self-development, 
digital management skills, create a digital culture 
environment for businesses, and develop digital 
capabilities for adaptive capacity and mobility. Finally, 
creativity and intelligence play an important role in the 
digital transformation of startups. 
 
CONCLUSION 
The study applied the theory of social capital to explain 
the access to external resources to promote digital 
transformation of startups. Through social capital, 
startups can access external support resources and 
increase human capital, making an important 
contribution to digital transformation during the outbreak 
of the COVID-19 epidemic. The research results show that 
the hypotheses proposed in the theoretical model are 
accepted with test results in the transitional market of 
Vietnam. This study offers theoretical and practical 
contributions. 
For theoretical aspect:  
Firstly, the study examined the relationship between 
social capital, human capital, access to resources and 
digital transformation of startups in a transitional 
economy like Vietnam. The above relationships are 
accepted and statistically significant. Research results are 
evidence to answer the statement of Li, et al. [1], digital 
transformation thanks to the development of social 
capital of managers when small and medium enterprises 
have limited resources and capacity. The characteristics of 
start-up businesses in the early stages are having limited 
operational resources and capacity, building a network of 
relationships with stakeholders is a development strategy 
and suitable for a developing economy [40, 42]. Benefiting 
from social capital, startups can easily access support 
resources to build a digital platform for businesses. In 
addition, the human capital requirement in the digital 
transformation of the economy has also improved [31]. 
Access to external support resources and human capital 
are two important factors that help startups transform 
digitally. 
Second, the research has discovered the mediating role of 
access to resources between social capital and digital 
transformation while previous studies have not 
mentioned. Access to resources acts as an intermediary to 
accelerate the digital transformation of startups (Bindirect = 
0.045).  

Finally, the test results of the study uncover the mediating 
role of human capital between social capital and digital 
transformation. Human capital contributes to the digital 
transformation of startups (Bindirect = 0.045).  
For practical aspect:  
The research results have proposed practical implications 
for startups and agencies. For startups, it is necessary to 
understand the role of networking in accessing support 
resources for digital transformation. Startups need to 
build a strong network of relationships with stakeholders 
such as Government, customers, competitors and digital 
suppliers. Thanks to this network of connections, 
managers' social capital is expanded, promoting easier 
access to supporting resources. In some digital 
transformation training programs of the Government, 
businesses need to actively monitor and participate to 
receive training to improve digital capabilities and digital 
skills. Moreover, for strong digital transformation, 
business leaders need to be aware of and responsible for 
digital transformation, build digital transformation 
identity and conduct testing. Based on the platform 
equipped with information and resources from external 
support organizations, businesses need to develop digital 
infrastructure such as IoT, 5G networks, electronic 
payment systems, etc. Businesses also need to evaluate 
and cooperate in research, development and innovation 
in the digital business environment. 
In addition, human capital demonstrated through digital 
skills and capabilities is very important in the digital 
transformation process. Therefore, managers of startups 
need to raise awareness of digital transformation and 
develop a digital culture for the organization. From a 
personal perspective, managers need to improve their 
digital capabilities and digital management skills to adapt 
to the market. At the same time, startups need to 
cultivate and develop creative and intellectual capabilities 
to research and develop more complete digital services.  
The survey sample in the study is enterprises operating in 
many industries, so the study has not found the specificity 
of each industry. Digital transformation will depend on 
each type of industry, especially engineering, high 
technology, and information technology are those would 
require stronger digital transformation than other 
industries. Therefore, further studies need to re-test the 
above relationship for a specific industry. 
Human capital theory has explained the formation of 
external support resources [6]. The theory of social capital 
is used in the research to explain the formation of external 
resources to easily access external support resources and 
improve human capital to promote digital transformation. 
In addition, businesses need human resources with 
information technology capabilities to promote digital 
transformation [4]. Digital transformation is the optimal 
solution to help businesses innovate their business 
models to suit the context of the crisis caused by the 
COVID-19 epidemic. Therefore, in further studies, it is 
necessary to evaluate the impact of digital transformation 
on business model innovation and business performance 
of startups in developing economies. 
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