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At the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, the world faced a shortage
of PPE materials and meltblown fabrics for face masks and respirators.
Some Taiwanese plastic machinery manufacturers responded by building
meltblown fabric machines in two months, despite having no prior
experience. Their locally made machines supported increased production
and ensured a steady supply of masks and PPE. This paper uses in-depth
case studies to explain how the technological breakthroughs in meltblown
machines came about. The term “cross-industry innovation” is introduced
to illustrate the technological explorations and learning in Taiwan'’s
decentralized industrial setting. (1) Propelled by the need to solve problems
for customers, specialized goods firms launched technology explorations
by mobilizing resources from their own supply chain to network with other
industries. (2) Public research institutes induced cross-industry fertilization
by bridging production networks, disseminating knowledge, and shortening
learning curves. The technological advancements by specialist firms
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generated knowledge diffusion, induced downstream entrepreneurship,
and encouraged further explorations by upstream suppliers of materials.
This cross-industry innovation demonstrated dynamic learning processes
involving the labs of individual firms in tandem with inter-firm networks, the
entire supply chain, and other industrial networks.

Keywords: COVID-19 pandemic, Cross-industry innovation, Specialist firms,
PPE supply chains, Decentralized production networks
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