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To the reader,

this volume contains the full papers of the Sinergie-SIMA 2021 Management Conference, hosted
online by the University of Palermo on 10-11 June 2021.

The legitimacy of management scholars in society increasingly rests on their ability to create social
and economic value by finding solutions and offering effective and timely guidance to decision
makers in firms and institutions. This is especially true in face of the extraordinary economic,
societal, health and environmental challenges that firms and governments are currently facing
worldwide, also as a consequence of the COVID-19 pandemic.

The purpose of the Conference was to discuss about the enhancement of the intersections between
theory and managerial practice, calling attention to the many challenges to which impactful studies
about the most challenging aspects firms and managers are tackling today need to provide an
answer.

These challenges encompass the bridging of different disciplines, theories, methods, levels of
analysis and, in particular, the intersections between theory and practice.

The Conference call for papers gave the opportunity to submit either an extended abstract or a full
paper. Overall, the editorial staff received 114 extended abstracts and 52 full papers.

For the extended abstracts, the evaluation of the submissions was carried out by the Conference
Chairs and the Scientific Committee, on the basis of their consistency with the Conference topic
and/or with management studies, according to SIMA Thematic Groups. The clarity and (even
potential) relevance of the contributions were evaluated, as well.

Fort the full papers, the evaluation followed the peer review process, with a double-blind review
performed by two referees - university lecturers, expert about the topic - selected among SIMA and
the community of Sinergie members.

In detail, the referees applied the following criteria to evaluate the submissions:

- clarity of the research aims,

- accuracy of the methodological approach,

- consistency of the contents with the Conference topic/tracks and/or with management studies,
- contribution in terms of originality/innovativeness,

- relevance in relation to the Conference topic/tracks and/or with management studies,

- clarity of communication,

- significance of the bibliographical basis.

The peer review process resulted in full acceptance, acceptance with revisions or rejection of the
submissions. In the case of disagreement among reviewers’ evaluations, the decision was taken by
the Conference Chairs. Each work was then sent back to the Authors together with the referees’
reports to make the revisions suggested by the referees.

The evaluation process ended with the acceptance of 42 full papers and 107 extended abstracts,
which were published in two distinct volumes.

All the full papers published in this volume were presented and discussed during the Conference
and published online on the web portal of Sinergie journal (www.sijm.it).



While thanking all the Authors, Chairs and participants, we hope that this volume will contribute to

advance knowledge about the enhancement of the intersections between theory and managerial
practice.

The Conference Chair and Scientific Coordination

Sandro Castaldo, Arabella Mocciaro Li Destri, Marta Ugolini, Lara Penco
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The intersection between SMEs' business strategies and crisis phases:
a systematic literature review

GIANLUCA PUSCEDDU” LUDOVICA MoOI° FRANCESCA CABIDDU*

Abstract

Objectives. This conceptual paper aims to develop a framework examining the kind of strategies implemented by small and
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) throughout the different stages of unexpected events.

Methodology: This paper reports a systematic literature review (SLR) to synthesize how SMEs react in crisis times and illustrate
core themes of previous research across the phases of crisis prevention, response, and recovery.

Findings: The study develops a circular event framework and illustrates the leading business strategies implemented by SMEs in
the different moments of unpredicted circumstances: (1) flexible planning, financial resources equipment, proactiveness, and
collaboration, during the crisis prevention phase; (2) cost minimization and cash flow protection, revenue generation - operations
and business model pivoting, stakeholders relationships, and dynamic approaches during the crisis response phase; (3) business
model re-configuring, and stakeholder and employee relationships re-establishment, in the crisis recovery phase.

Research limits: The conceptual nature of this work stimulates further theoretical and empirical studies. Future research should
empirically test and validate the proposed framework in specific research settings.

Practical implications: This research represents a useful benchmark for managers and practitioners to understand better what
strategies could be more suitable according to specific moments during crises.

Originality of the paper: This study analyzes the evolution of SMEs’ business strategies in time of crisis from a novel
perspective, pointing out the prevention, response, and recovery phases’ circularity.

Key words: Crisis management; disaster; recovery; resilience; Covid-19; SMEs; business strategies
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GIANLUCA PusceDDU - LubovicA Mol - FRANCESCA CABIDDU

1. Introduction

Crisis management defines a systemic procedure, supported by internal and external
stakeholders, to identify crisis signs, avoid and plan for possible distress, and recover and learn
from the crisis (Mitroff, 1988; Pearson and Mitroff, 1993; Pearson and Clair, 1998).

Scholars have developed two main conceptualizations of crisis: crisis-as-an-event and crisis-as-
process. The crisis-as-an-event perspective focuses mainly on investigating the aftermath of a crisis.
Conversely, the crisis-as-perspective focuses on the need to examine crisis-fostering conditions,
together with the mechanisms of organizational weakening (Roux-Dufort, 2007). Such a
perspective also analyzes the crisis evolution and how organizations react to crisis stages (Williams
et al., 2017).

Over the past decades, academic attention to crisis management has gradually increased (Fallini,
2017) due to recent disasters’ volume, nature, and impact (Doern et al., 2019). Today, the
Coronavirus pandemic (COVID-19) unexpected outbreak has considerably furthered the salience of
this topic. The many lockdowns in economies worldwide have significantly contributed to
unprecedented distress “with no documented equivalent in the entrepreneurship literature”
(Kuckertz et al., 2020: 2). Notably, the stepback imposed by the lockdown of all non-essential
businesses both limited and wholly torn down opportunities for many firms to generate revenue,
fundamentally changing the way they do business (Moi and Cabiddu, 2020). These problems are
more complicated for small and medium-sized enterprises (SMESs). Indeed, with their limited ability
to overcome the involved risks and sustain the costs due to the slowed down business activities,
SMEs, are facing the complex problems of the lack of funds and liquidity to implement social-
distancing measures and regulations for operating and reopening during this health emergency
(Fairlie, 2020).

Despite the relevance of crisis management for SMEs, existing literature primarily targets large
firms with less attention on smaller businesses (e.g., Herbane, 2010; Kraus et al., 2013). As a result,
how SMEs transform their business strategies during unexpected events remains an exciting and
unexplored research topic in business, economics, and management studies, needing a solid
theoretical basis (Herbane, 2010; Kraus et al., 2012; Naidoo, 2010).

This paper attempts to fill this gap, answering the following research question: “What are the
business strategies adopted by SMEs during the different stages of unexpected events?” We
performed a systematic literature review about crises in SMEs’ context (Denyer et al., 2008;
Tranfield et al., 2003). Following the crisis-as-process perspective, we organize our findings in
three main phases: crisis prevention, response, and recovery (Elliott et al., 2005; Hills, 1998;
Runyan, 2006; Smith, 1990).

This study contributes to extending prior literature on crisis management by investigating how
SMEs may modify business strategies to address crises. It also proposes a framework p
, and propositions that
categorized the main strategies intersecting with the different moments of unpredicted
circumstances.

From a managerial perspective, this work supports
managers and practitioners in implementing or redefining their business strategies by suggesting the
most suitable strategy according to the different sequences belonging to uncertainty.



THE INTERSECTION BETWEEN SMES' BUSINESS STRATEGIES AND CRISIS PHASES: A SYSTEMATIC LITERATURE REVIEW

2. Methodology

To identify how small businesses react in crisis times, we conducted a systematic literature
review (SLR) (Denyer et al., 2008; Tranfield et al., 2003). This is a replicable, scientific and
transparent process (Thorpe et al., 2005) that follows specific procedures designed to reduce review
biases and errors (Tranfield et al., 2003), thereby improving the quality of the review process and
results (Mihalache and Mihalache, 2015). Moreover, it synthesizes and organizes the literature
accumulated in a specific field (Wang and Chugh, 2014), giving evidence of the study’s validity by
replicating exact steps during the review process (Wang and Chugh, 2014).

We performed the SLR by leveraging two databases, i.e., Web of Science (WoS) and Scopus.
We searched for the keywords (Crises OR crisis OR disaster* OR recover* OR resilience OR
COVID* OR Coronavirus) AND (“small business*” OR “small firm*” OR “small enterprise*” OR
“small organization*” OR SME OR SMESs), restricting the research to the business, management,
accounting and economics subject areas. We focused the research on papers published between
January 2010 - July 2020 to capture the latest developments and trends of the topic (Danese et al.,
2018).

The research yielded a total of 1657 articles. After eliminating duplicates, we reduced the
articles’ list to 1379 titles. We proceeded with the article selection by closely reading the abstracts.
We excluded papers that did not investigate business strategy changes in SMEs due to unexpected
challenges and those papers that did not have crisis management at their core. Furthermore, we
considered non-relevant papers that primarily focused on crises or/and SMEs through an
exclusively advanced financial and banking perspective. The “grey literature” (i.e., books, book
chapters, conference proceedings, dissertation abstracts, and working papers) was excluded. A total
of 89 articles was identified. Few papers were not available in full-text, reducing the sample to 75
articles. Thirty-nine articles were, hence, considered to be suitable for the analysis. Based on hand
searching and citation tracking, 14 additional articles were selected. A final sample of 53 papers
was obtained (see Appendix 1, 2, 3, 4).

3. Intersecting SMEs’ business strategies with crisis phases

To provide a clear picture of how crisis events affect SMES, we organized the business strategies
into intersecting categories. These categories allow synthesizing the literature that addresses this
research topic. Ten SMES strategies were identified across three phases: crisis prevention, response,
and recovery (Elliott et al., 2005; Hills, 1998; Smith, 1990) (see Table 1). Crisis prevention
investigates the concepts of mitigation and planning (Fink, 1986). Crisis response focuses on how
organizations shift their resources to minimize business damages (Hale et al., 2005). Finally, crisis
recovery is when organizations “learn” from the crisis (Elliott et al., 2005; Hale et al., 2005; Smith
and Sipika, 1993).



GIANLUCA PusceDDU - LubovicA Mol - FRANCESCA CABIDDU

Tab. 1: Crisis phases and SMEs’ strategies during unexpected events

Phases SMEs strategies Issues explored Sources
Crisis Flexible planning to be | SMEs focus on building a robust | Ates and Bititci (2011); Demmer et al. (2011); Gunasekaran et al. (2011); Ha et al.
prevention resilient against | business to deal with crises. (2020); Herbane (2019); Hong et al. (2012); Moneva-Abadia et al. (2019); Thun et al.
potential destructive (2011); Vargo and Seville (2011)
crisis effects
Financial resources SMEs ensure they have adequate Kraus et al. (2012); Tognazzo et al. (2016)
equipment to mitigate resources in their business to safeguard
the unexpected risks business management and supply
chain.
Proactiveness to SMEs look for opportunities to gain Cassia et al. (2012); Demmer et al. (2011); Gunasekaran et al. (2011); Herbane (2010);
promote and anticipate competitiveness from. They pull energy Hong et al. (2012); Ismail et al. (2011); Kraus et al. (2012); Le Nguyen and Kock (2011);
changes in the demand to become more customer-centered and Naidoo (2010)
forge a strong client base.
Collaboration to create | SMEs find outside help through deep | Ates and Bititci (2011); Branicki et al. (2018); Demmer et al. (2011); Doern (2016);
a sharing and open | complementary alliances building, thus | Gunasekaran et al. (2011); Ha et al. (2020)
environment creating an open business environment.
Crisis Cost minimization | SMEs focus on their financials. They | Battisti et al. (2013); Bourletidis and Triantafyllopoulos (2014); Doern (2016); Edvardsson
Response strategies and cash | reflect on which unnecessary spending and Teitsdéttir (2015); Eggers and Kraus (2011); Giannacourou et al. (2015); Hong et al.
flow protection to pause or cut back to protect cash (2012); Kottika et al. (2020); Mayr and Lixl (2019); Mendoza et al. (2018); Morrish and
flow, cover potential absences, and Jones (2020); Pal et al. (2012); Parker and Ameen (2018); Shafi et al. (2020); Smallbone
generate liquidity. et al. (2012); Thorgren and Williams (2020)
Revenue  generation SMEs innovate to stay top-of-mind for | Alberti et al. (2018); Antonioli and Montresor (2021); Bamiatzi and Kirchmaier (2014);
strategies: operations | their existing customers’ minds, Battisti et al. (2013); Bourletidis and Triantafyllopoulos (2014); Cioppi et al. (2014); Dias
and business model stimulating demand and renewing et al. (2020); Doern (2016); Edvardsson and Teitsdéttir (2015); Eggers and Kraus (2011);
pivoting supply. Giannacourou et al. (2015); Hong et al. (2012); Johansen (2020); Kottika et al. (2020);
Lado et al. (2013); Le Nguyen and Kock (2011); Macpherson et al. (2015); Madrid-
Guijarro et al. (2013); Mayr and LixI (2019); Mayr, Mitter, and Aichmayr (2017); Morrish
and Jones, (2020); Pal et al. (2012); Pal et al. (2014); Pal et al. (2013); Shafi et al.
(2020); Smallbone et al. (2012); Thorgren and Williams (2020); Tsilika et al. (2020)
Stakeholders SMEs mobilize practical resources, Adekola and Clelland (2020); Cioppi et al. (2014); Dias et al. (2020); Doern (2016);
relationship: what | strengthen or build the stakeholders’ Eggers and Kraus (2011); Giannacourou et al. (2015); Ha et al. (2020); Macpherson et
SMEs need others for relationship, and ask for support. al. (2015); Mayr and LixI (2019); Mayr et al. (2017); Mendoza et al. (2018); Morrish and
Jones (2020); Ogawa and Tanaka (2013); Shafi et al. (2020); Thorgren and Williams
(2020); Vargo and Seville (2011)
Dynamic approaches in SMEs use learning orientation, Battisti, Beynon, Pickernell, and Deakins (2019); Dolz, Iborra, and Safén (2019); Iborra,
small business ambidexterity, causal, and effectual Safén, and Dolz (2019); Laskovaia et al. (2019); Osiyevskyy et al. (2020)
management decision-making logic to ensure minimal
disruption overall.
Crisis Business model re- SMEs accept risks and design new Doern (2016); Ha et al. (2020); Hong, Huang, and Li (2012); Le Nguyen and Kock (2011);
Recovery configuring: developing business models. Mendoza et al. (2018); Morrish and Jones (2020); Shafi et al. (2020); Thorgren and
an innovation mindset Williams (2020)
within SMEs
Re-establishing SMEs re-establish stakeholders’ Asgary et al. (2012); Doern (2016); Ha et al. (2020); Hong et al. (2012); Mendoza et al.
stakeholder and relationships, relying on their support. (2018); Morrish and Jones (2020); Shafi et al. (2020); Thorgren and Williams (2020)
employee relationships

Source: our elaboration
3.1 The crisis prevention phase

This first phase investigates crisis prevention strategies adopted by SMEs to prevent unwanted
crisis outcomes.

Crisis prevention is about mitigation and planning (Fink, 1986). During this phase, small
business leaders - entrepreneurs/business owners, CEOs, and managers - and employees seek to
understand how to be best prepared, whether they experienced adversity from an unforeseen
situation.

According to previous literature, SMEs should stay focused on: flexible planning to be resilient
against potential destructive crisis effects (Herbane, 2019; Moneva-Abadia et al., 2019); financial
resources equipment to mitigate the unexpected risks (Kraus et al., 2012; Tognazzo et al., 2016);
proactiveness, to promote and anticipate changes in the demand (Cassia et al., 2012; Herbane,
2010); and collaboration, to create a sharing and open environment (Branicki et al., 2018).

Flexible planning to be resilient against potential destructive crisis effects

Small businesses’ preparation for the road ahead is as fundamental as their present performance
when going through difficult times.

Researchers have shown that SMEs hyper-focus on contingency planning to build a robust
business to deal with crises during the prevention phase (Hong et al., 2012). In this regard, various
studies show SMEs’ necessity to be agile and have plans to promptly prevent unwanted crisis
outcomes and respond to changing landscapes immediately (Ates and Bititci, 2011; Gunasekaran et
al., 2011; Herbane, 2019).

Creating a flexible organizational structure and developing a “crisis-ready” culture to facilitate
resilience are essential in SMEs. In doing this, SMEs develop proactive, long-term strategic, and
resilience-planning activities - such as long-track strategic planning records, setting up crisis
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management plans, and investing in equipment infrastructures (Vargo and Seville, 2011). Scanning
the external environment is necessary to detect warning signs that could prompt an impending crisis
(Hong et al., 2012). Furthermore, insurance purchasing becomes a foremost priority for small
businesses to protect the company from financial losses, whereas an external event manifests as a
crisis within the organization (Ha et al., 2020; Hong et al., 2012).

A fascinating insight into crisis prevention comes from solutions to strengthen the firm’s
capacity to focus straight on customer needs. Thus, paying attention to socially responsible
strategies (e.g., recycling and reducing emissions and waste, saving energy to achieve greater
efficiency, introducing alternative energy sources, using, purchasing, or producing organic items)
can restore the firm reputation and maintain competitiveness (Moneva-Abadia et al., 2019).

Financial resources equipment to mitigate the unexpected risks

One of the biggest concerns during crises is cash flow. When it comes to SMEs, to walk through
uncertain and unpredictable times (Fink, 1986; Hermann, 1963; Quarantelli, 1988), it is necessary
to improve business liquidity, ensuring SMEs the adequate resources before and after unexpected
situations. This action safeguards business management and the supply chain. Minimizing risky
projects is necessary due to their negative interaction effect on SMEs’ performance when combined
with market turbulence (Kraus et al., 2012). The accumulation of slack - that is, surplus resources -
serves to buffer against adversity and favors, then, the pursuit of a sustainable competitive
advantage. Therefore, it is essential to help out SMEs through unforeseen events (Tognazzo et al.,
2016).

Proactiveness to promote and anticipate changes in the demand

Scholars argue that to contain “economic turmoil” times, SMEs look for incentives to gain
competitiveness from; they pull energy to become more customer-centered and forge a strong client
base (Cassia et al., 2012; Herbane, 2010; Kraus et al., 2012; Naidoo, 2010).

Implementing an agile approach with operational - improving the current products for existing
customers - and strategic capabilities - creating new markets introducing a unique value proposition
to reach new customers - significantly enhances the organization’s resilience (Ismail et al., 2011).

It is essential for SMEs to critically reflect on the changes in demand and the trends they can
anticipate. This behavior can subsequently highlight the need to find radical new pivots as a result -
to reposition SMEs’ product and service offering. Promoting innovative products or services to
existing consumers by looking for new international markets for SMEs’ trading activities makes it
far easier to evolve positively and grow in the wake of a crisis (Herbane, 2010; Le Nguyen and
Kock, 2011).

Collaboration to create a sharing and open environment

Research has established that finding outside help through meaningful complementary alliances
building - with loyal customers, suppliers, employees, and competitors - helps create an open
business environment (Ates and Bititci, 2011; Branicki et al., 2018; Ha et al., 2020).

Collaboration is an excellent practice for the following unexpected challenges, a resource of
resilience, and a critical small business value to limit unforeseen situations’ adverse consequences.
Turning SMEs networks and creating linkages between teams is crucial. This approach, involving
everyone around the organization, sustains both-side knowledge sharing and provides immediate
effect expertise in the areas where SMEs lack the required coping skill to resolve the crisis. Creative
partnership implementation increases innovation, efficiency, and flexibility in SMEs. Creating an
open and transparent culture within the small business of encouraging organizational members to
report potential problems and challenges will help develop an organization’s anticipation mindset.

Therefore, we propose that:

Proposition 1a (P1a): The adoption of strategies as flexible planning during the crisis prevention
stage increases SMEs’ ability to mitigate the unwanted crisis outcomes.
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Proposition 1b (P1b): The adoption of strategies as financial resources equipment during the
crisis prevention stage increases SMEs’ ability to mitigate the unwanted crisis outcomes.

Proposition 1c (P1c): The adoption of strategies as proactiveness during the crisis prevention
stage increases SMEs’ ability to mitigate the unwanted crisis outcomes.

Proposition 1d (P1d): The adoption of strategies as collaboration during the crisis prevention
stage increases SMEs’ ability to mitigate the unwanted crisis outcomes.

3.2 The response phase

Researchers consider the response phase significant as the decisions taken in this time frame can
mitigate the crisis’ destructive effects (Elliott et al., 2005).

To navigate small business challenges and fight adversity, SMEs try to be open to change - to
upskill themselves and re-invent their business approach. Although it is not always easy for SMEs
to go through a crisis, they can rapidly pivot it to a massive opportunity to handle these events in
stride by “embracing change” in their ways of performing.

In this phase, a strong focus is given to cost minimization strategies and cash flow protection
(Eggers and Kraus, 2011; Smallbone et al., 2012), revenue generation strategies - operations and
business model pivoting (Macpherson et al., 2015; Morrish and Jones, 2020), stakeholder
relationships (Doern, 2016; Mayr et al., 2017), and dynamic small business management (Battisti et
al., 2019; Osiyevskyy et al., 2020).

Cost minimization strategies and cash flow protection

In a crisis response stage, earnings are considerably put at risk (Runyan, 2006), and SMEs are
required to have a deep understanding of their financials.

On the one hand, during unpredicted events, financial risks increase (i.e., risk of default, business
failure, bankruptcy), and, on the other hand, profit margins tend to decrease. Having adequate
resources to navigate small businesses through a crisis, thus, minimizing costs and generating
revenues, is indispensable. Numerous studies highlight the importance of clarifying business
priorities to identify which spending to pause or cut back to protect cash flow, cover potential
absences, and generate liquidity (Battisti et al., 2013; Eggers and Kraus, 2011; Smallbone et al.,
2012). A great place to look is given to people - employees’ wages and emoluments. These
expenses significantly weigh on SMEs’ balance sheets. Therefore, in times of uncertainty, they are
often reduced or cut down (Battisti et al., 2013; Mayr and Lixl, 2019; Smallbone et al., 2012).

To ensure they can weather the tough times ahead, small business leaders share tough instant
decisions that impact people’s lives. In doing so, they contribute to maintaining cash in the
company, providing a timely defense against challenging events and limiting the crisis’ adverse
consequences. When revenues decrease, SMEs optimize their workforce by maintaining the most
operationally talented employees and laying off a non-productive workforce to ensure business
operation efficiency (Hong et al., 2012; Thorgren and Williams, 2020). SMEs transparently
communicate with organizational members to make them understand the rationale of the business
decision. They update employees on what is happening inside the organization, even though it can
be challenging for small business leaders to guarantee future scenarios.

When SMEs expect revenue to rebound soon, flexible furlough schemes (i.e., temporary leave
without pay and working hours reduction according to the established law) might be the best option
to enable SMEs to control cost reduction (Battisti et al., 2013; Smallbone et al., 2012). Interrupting
personnel recruitment in the company and gradually reducing salary are other approaches to
managing better small business revenues (Kottika et al., 2020; Thorgren and Williams, 2020).

Small business leaders focus on their core values during unexpected circumstances, allocating
financial resources to their most profitable assets. In this direction, seeking to reduce loss-making
and risky investments to focus on more profitable ones results in a wise attitude (Mayr and Lixl,
2019), together with proactive risk management strategies, referred to the mediation of both
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investments in risk-averting infrastructure and disruption orientation (Parker and Ameen, 2018).

To buffer against adversity and mitigate some of the risks involved, reasonable cash reserves in
the company and the availability of government grants are the best funding for SMEs to take
advantage of and inject internally financial resources (Doern, 2016; Morrish and Jones, 2020).
Indeed, external debt (i.e., bank loans) due to current economic volatility and business financial
constraints is highly discouraged since SMEs could hardly pay it back (Smallbone et al., 2012).

Revenue generation strategies: operations and business model pivoting

Revenue generation strategies concern the multiple efforts implemented by SMEs, e.g., to be
innovative, stimulate demand, and renew supply to stay on their existing customers’ minds and be
at the forefront of responding to a crisis, thereby seeking new opportunities in the marketplace.

When SMEs’ leaders cough up in managing financial resources more wisely, re-evaluating, or
shifting the current business model and the value proposition, thinking outside the box and adapting
while remaining anchored to their core values are meaningful methods to achieve business success.

Scholars strongly emphasize repositioning and value proposition flexibility to decrease costs and
boost sales (Lado et al., 2013; Macpherson et al., 2015; Mayr and Lixl, 2019; Tsilika et al., 2020).

Flexibility is the hallmark of successful small businesses, leading to a new focus in SME’s
corrective actions and pivoting (Hampel et al., 2019) - moving away from the organization’s current
strategy and pursuing a new course direction. This approach aims to create a unique offer for SMEs
to drive change proactively - shifting business thinking from surviving to a crisis to thriving. Thus,
it is necessary to generate an offer that stands out from others on the market, implying an absolute
added value and revenue generation. The market is moving towards SMEs’ operations; hence, stay
aligned and exploring new revenue streams is critical.

Investing in customers facilitates the building of long-life loyalty and trust. Knowing the clients
enhances revenue generation. This implies being passionate about listening to them to understand
the specific troubles they face, empathize, and feel the urgency to accommodate their in-depth
needs. Being fast and centered around meeting customers’ needs (e.g., physiological, safety,
love/belonging) is a key ingredient. Quickly pivoting SMEs offering, repositioning, and providing a
greater breadth of products or services that are likely to break into the market and stay relevant in
the new normal is an excellent method to filling the needs gap (Macpherson et al., 2015; Madrid-
Guijarro et al., 2013).

Appropriately strategizing and analyzing what markets SMEs will go into is part of an
innovation mindset. New perspectives, habits, and priorities change consumers’ buying behavior.
When SMEs know their market’s nuances, successfully pivoting can lead SMEs into changing
periods and attract different customer segments than before. Blue-sky thinking (Wrigley et al.,
2016) enables SMEs to design new effective solutions for the market they believe they are coming.
Especially when crises unfold, consumers do not need perfect products. Sometimes the right
solution is to provide the customer with a small modification to the product they are accustomed to
(Bamiatzi and Kirchmaier, 2014). SMEs need to be passionate because the client’s outcome is huge.
Introducing customized products or services is a way to face the rapid evolution of consumers’
behavior (Bamiatzi and Kirchmaier, 2014). To be persuaded to buy, customers need disposable
income. Cheaper and inferior products and services can suit those cash-strapped audiences’
requirements clamping down on their spending (Bamiatzi and Kirchmaier, 2014).

The literature analysis shows how the investments in innovation related to the value proposition
and the production process are closely linked and very often complementary (Bamiatzi and
Kirchmaier, 2014). Process innovation is one of SMEs’ most defining characteristics, improving the
production chain’s operational efficiency and quality (Antonioli and Montresor, 2021; Macpherson
et al., 2015; Madrid-Guijarro et al., 2013; Morrish and Jones, 2020; Plechero, 2018; Tsilika et al.,
2020). It helps SMEs bring money into the business, remain competitive, and meet customer
demands.

For some SMEs’ operations, outsourcing is an alternative to manage adversity and sustain
growth (Edvardsson and Teitsdoéttir, 2015; Pal et al., 2012). SMEs hyper-focus on those business
activities they are good at, and delegate the most time and high resource allocation tasks.

7
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Outsourcing helps to keep costs under control and increases efficiency.

Once the newly adapted products and services are created, internationalization strategies
facilitated by globalization’s powerful impact will make the brand known outside national borders,
reducing risks when the domestic and international economy changes (Bamiatzi and Kirchmaier,
2014; Battisti et al., 2013; Eggers and Kraus, 2011; Mullaymeri et al., 2015).

Finally, researchers stress how budgeting funds for external marketing communication channels
- such as social media, web site, catalogs, and public relations - should be at the forefront of
reaching out to SMEs’ audience, ensuring on-brand messaging and brand identity (Bamiatzi and
Kirchmaier, 2014; Eggers and Kraus, 2011; Lado et al., 2013). In light of the crisis, communicating
means making consumers know about organizational values - what the business stands for and what
SMEs’ employees take pride in, gauging how the business is performing, presenting changed
products and services, and provoking customers’ response by purchasing.

Stakeholders relationship: what SMEs need others for

During the heightened state of a crisis, SMEs need to mobilize practical resources. Regardless of
the slashes in the payment chain, when critical situations wreak havoc on small businesses, it is
strictly necessary to strengthen or build the relationship with the stakeholders - for example,
suppliers, clients, community, organizational members, other businesses - and ask for support
(Doern, 2016; Eggers and Kraus, 2011; Macpherson et al., 2015; Mayr et al., 2017; Morrish and
Jones, 2020; Ogawa and Tanaka, 2013). Communication in crises covers a central role: when
difficult news needs to be shared, leadership is necessary - ensuring honesty and clarity towards
employees and general stakeholders. Thus, extra support, reassuring, and encouraging SMEs’ staff
(Haet al., 2020).

SMEs genuinely consult with everyone they think can help and engage in team building.
Bilateral expertise, skills, and resource sharing are great fashions to find new strategies and seize
business opportunities. SMEs need to be unashamed in seeking help and accept the need for
collaboration. Keeping on stakeholder relation is the roadmap that favors establishing an innovative
business culture that is amenable to communicating and listening to others, being knowledgeable
about what other people know, and implementing what they learned. Furthermore, facing mutual
difficulties, cooperation can provide more favorable terms for vendors’ and suppliers’ agreements
renegotiations, thus, ensuring loss minimization (Mayr and LixI, 2019; Thorgren and Williams,
2020).

Dynamic approaches in small business management

During periods of uncertainty and turbulence in the small business context, another aspect
concerns the development of a dynamic and reactive behavior.

Learning orientation (Battisti et al., 2019), defined as “the ability of an organization to create,
transfer, and integrate knowledge and modify its behavior to improve performance” (Altinay et al.,
2016: 872), helps SMEs sustain their performance. In particular, it encourages businesses to
constantly challenge the status quo and strive for constant enhancement, leading to a more versatile
and adaptable way of doing things (Altinay et al., 2016).

In improving SMEs behaviors, scholars also identify ambidextrous strategies - leveraging the
existing assets, knowledge, and competencies (exploitation) or try to develop the new ones
(exploration) (Osiyevskyy et al., 2020) - as successful elements to best react to tough times and
ensure minimal disruption overall.

From a strategic management perspective, to support the competition, scholars highlight
continually focusing on causal and effectual decision-making logic approaches (Laskovaia et al.,
2019). In particular, while the emergent nature of effectual logic allows businesses to make
incremental investments that help them step forward and adapt to changing circumstances, causal
decision-making is considered a collection of highly reflective and rational practices that reinforce
prediction and strategic planning (Laskovaia et al., 2019).

Accordingly, we propose that:
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Proposition 2a (P2a): The adoption of strategies as cost minimization and cash flow protection in
the crisis response stage increases SMEs’ ability to navigate unforeseen challenges and fight
adversity.

Proposition 2b (P2b): The adoption of strategies as revenue generation - operations and business
model pivoting increases SMEs’ ability to navigate unforeseen challenges and fight adversity.

Proposition 2c (P2c): The adoption of strategies as stakeholders relationship in small business
management in the crisis response stage increases SMEs' ability to navigate unforeseen challenges
and fight adversity.

Proposition 2d (P2d): The adoption of strategies as dynamic approaches in small business
management in the crisis response stage increases SMEs’ ability to navigate unforeseen challenges
and fight adversity.

3.3 The recovery phase

The third phase focuses on understanding recovery strategies adopted by SMEs in the aftermath
of unexpected challenges.

During the post-crisis stage (Smith, 1990), SMEs step back on all the measures they wish they
had taken before the unpredicted event, modifying the organization structure and implementing
preventive action items for the future (Doern, 2016; Le Nguyen and Kock, 2011).

Turning “learning” (Elliott et al., 2005; Hale et al., 2005; Smith and Sipika, 1993), intended as
changing business behaviors (Pauchant and Mitroff, 1992), into innovative actions is essential to go
back to the basics. Nevertheless, within SMEs, the learning approach is often limited in a more
practical sense (Doern, 2016). One reason is the perceived lack of control and limited ability to
change within small businesses (Herbane, 2010).

Elaborating upon previous studies, the areas on which SMEs should stay focused during this
crisis containment process can be broken down into business model re-configuring (Morrish and
Jones, 2020) and stakeholder and employee relationships re-establishment (Doern, 2016; Hong et
al., 2012).

Business model re-configuring: developing an innovation mindset within SMEs

Unlike the theoretical contribution of the crisis prevention and the response phases indicated the
importance of minimizing risky projects (Kraus et al., 2012), studies in the recovery phase change
course. In this stage, the literature highlights a common trend by SMEs in spotting opportunities to
do things differently and being more open about encouraging a taking risk culture (Morrish and
Jones, 2020).

The most prominent feature of a crisis is sparking uncertainty, triggering volatility in the
marketplace (Fink, 1986; Hermann, 1963; Quarantelli 1988). Investing in resources takes time and
energy. Not all SMEs’ recovery investments will pay out necessarily. Sitting back and doing
nothing when having constraints does not lead to game-changing solutions. Positive adaptation -
being active, leveraging everything is at business disposal, generating new resources and strategies,
and do it quickly - is more likely to carry small businesses through difficult times and drive the
business into the future.

Scholars have shown how SMEs revisit their insurance policies (Doern, 2016; Ha et al., 2020),
diversify their product-service offering, develop new business models, and pivot to guide the
organization to the other side of their current trouble (Morrish and Jones, 2020).

SMESs’ primary objective is to achieve organizational goals - delivering, creating, and capturing
value. Although it may seem like a massive undertaking, innovating and experimenting are essential
to adapt to new situations and potentially develop unexpected and more effective ways of doing
business. In this regard, some SMEs have made fast, agile moves, from repurposing their target
market to a complete shift in production lines (Shafi et al., 2020). Moreover, they have tried to
invest in side businesses (Morrish and Jones, 2020), although the possibility that the new business
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will not go the right way. SMEs’ behavior is beyond a classic situation where they would have
acted more deliberately. SMEs act in this bold way with the only attempt to recover and get out of
the crisis. Thus, to stay in balance: having a payoff that exceeds the expenses.

Several scholars have shown how SMEs review their business model distribution channels to
reach out to their target customer segments and deliver their value proposition (Morrish and Jones,
2020). Being strategically agile (Doz and Kosonen, 2008; Weber and Tarba, 2014) is considered by
the researchers one of the primary features to develop innovative ideas (Weber and Tarba, 2014) in
changing scenarios. When the COVID-19 pandemic unfolded globally, SMEs have been forced to
adapt, thus, changing the ways they perform. SMEs cannot afford to wait to innovate. In the new
normal, it is vital to keep on learning methods of working that are better suited to changing
environments and continuously adapt. When the unexpected event makes the physical location shut
down, striving for positive adaptation, taking an active response, and accelerating their problem
solving is fundamental for SMEs to ensure business continuity. Enhancing their decision-making
boundaries, opportunity seeker SMEs shift relatively quickly from a distribution channel that is no
longer direct and physical but virtual and online (Shafi et al., 2020; Thorgren and Williams, 2020).
Leveraging technology in the best way possible enables SMEs to rethink how they deliver services.
Specifically, this behavior responds to a particular need of the moment - a temporary practice born
out of necessity - in a recovery phase that SMEs could maintain in the long term. This action
requires adopting a new and robust vision for small businesses. One example is the delivery service
offering to customers’ homes to rebuild business operations and reopen, considering a new normal
situation going on (Shafi et al., 2020; Thorgren and Williams, 2020) where conditions are not yet
those of the past. Thus, a crisis can become a catalyst to bolster creativity and resilience, pursuing
new business growth successfully.

Difficult situations require new ways of doing things. Nevertheless, there is no need to wait for a
thought time to start innovating. Companies understand how essential it is to approach customers
humanely and empathically following unplanned and unexpected events. SMEs’ aim is to show the
product’s visibility and communicate closeness to the consumer concerning the situation that is
being experienced. Thus, pushing critical messaging takes on an important role.

Re-establishing stakeholder and employee relationships

Designing new business models and adapting them to changing situations involves re-
establishing stakeholder (i.e., community, suppliers, customers, and employees) relationships and
relying on their support (Doern, 2016; Hong et al., 2012; Morrish and Jones, 2020).

Collaboration is considered an inner strength to supplement deficiencies (i.e., lack of funding)
and provides SMEs the extra energy they need to navigate critical occurrences. Drawing upon
leadership teams ensures a sense of community where everyone can benefit from the new
knowledge. All small businesses’ tools and expertise combined with those of the people they do
have access to enable fostering new ideas and implementing creative solutions.

After difficult times, the perceived loss of control over future scenarios can lead employees to
explore other work opportunities, or business leaders may consider downsizing as a first option to
wrest control from the current ambiguous situation. Hiring a capable staff and retaining old
employees becomes extremely hard. Nevertheless, SMEs cannot stop investing in the human aspect.
In this regard, smart and exciting insights come from recovery plans for rehiring, establishing
personnel funds (Ha et al., 2020; Hong et al., 2012), and training personnel in disaster response (Ha
et al., 2020).

Figure 1 provides a visual summary of our framework, pointing out the circularity and the
intersection of the prevention, response, and recovery crisis phases with small business strategies.

Hence, we state that:

Proposition 3a (P3a): The adoption of strategies as business model re-configuring in the crisis
recovery phase deepens learning relevance in bouncing back from unexpected challenges and
increase the likelihood of breakthrough results.

10
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Proposition 3b (P3b): The adoption of strategies as stakeholder and employee relationships re-
establishment in the crisis recovery phase deepens learning relevance in bouncing back from
unexpected challenges and increase the likelihood of breakthrough results.

Fig. 1: The circular event framework of SMEs business strategies in a time of crisis
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Source: our elaboration

4. Discussion and theoretical contribution

Despite the vast body of knowledge on crisis management, research on this topic is still in its
infancy regarding SMEs’ context. By elaborating upon prior crisis management literature, this study
contributes to extend current research in meaningful ways. First of all, research on small business
strategies to face unexpected situations was fragmented across different fields. Previous studies
have mainly analyzed specific aspects or outcomes related to facing such a condition of uncertainty
(Doern, 2016; Morrish and Jones, 2020). This work contributes to providing a more solid
theoretical basis, identifying the features that, collectively and in an integrative manner, define
SMESs’ strategies across the different stages of a crisis event. Furthermore, we define a framework
of strategic responses to a crisis in SMEs’ context that better aligns with the proper definition of
crisis as an unexpected, ever-changing event (Bazerman and Watkins, 2004; Fink, 1986; Hermann,
1963; Quarantelli, 1988; Weick et al., 1999).

Secondly, we contribute to extending prior literature by developing a three-stage circular event
theoretical framework on SMEs’ strategies when coping with crises, differentiating such strategies
across the phases of crisis prevention, response, and recovery.

Crisis prevention. Previous research on the crisis prevention process has shown that preparing
for unforeseen situations is a key to positive results (Elliott et al., 2005; Fink, 1986; Hale et al.,
2005; Quarantelli, 1988; Smith, 1990). In particular, the effectiveness of an organization’s crisis
response depends to a certain degree on the form of preparation it conducted before a crisis
(Pearson and Clair, 1998). By extending prior literature, we generate new insights into the link
between the prevention phase and strategic behaviors. We specify that, in the crisis prevention
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phase, four are the firms’ main strategies that could increase SMEs capacity to mitigate and prevent
unwanted crisis outcomes: foster ongoing and intensive planning activities to enhance SMEs’
flexibility and adaptability to shape destructive crisis effects (Herbane, 2019; Moneva-Abadia et al.,
2019), the equipment of financial resources to mitigate the risks involved in a crisis (Kraus et al.,
2012; Tognazzo et al., 2016), proactive actions to promoting and anticipating changes in demand
(Cassia et al., 2012; Herbane, 2010), and collaboration (Branicki et al., 2018).

Crisis response. Earlier studies defined the crisis response phase as significant since the choices
taken in this time frame can minimize the crisis’s disruptive effects (Elliott et al., 2005). By
improving prior literature, we suggest that, in the crisis response phase, other four different
strategies increase the SMEs’ ability to navigate unpredicted challenges and fight adversity: cost
minimization and cash flow protection (Eggers and Kraus, 2011; Smallbone et al., 2012), revenue
generation - operations and business model pivoting (Macpherson et al., 2015; Morrish and Jones,
2020), stakeholders relationships (Doern, 2016; Mayr et al., 2017), and dynamic approaches in
small business management (Battisti et al., 2019; Osiyevskyy et al., 2020).

Crisis recovery. Analyzing the post-crisis stage (Smith, 1990), prior scholars argue about
“learning” (Elliott et al., 2005; Hale et al., 2005; Smith and Sipika, 1993) in terms of changing
business behaviors (Pauchant and Mitroff, 1992) into innovative actions to go back to business as
usual. Nevertheless, the learning approach is often limited within SMEs (Doern, 2016) due to their
perceived lack of control and limited capacity to change in small businesses (Herbane, 2010). By
extending previous studies, we advance that, during the recovery phase, SMEs that concentrate on
business model re-configuring - developing an innovation mindset within SMEs - (Morrish and
Jones, 2020) and stakeholder and employee relationships re-establishment (Doern, 2016; Hong et
al., 2012) foster their recovery from unexpected challenges and the likelihood of breakthrough
results.

Our final contribution is related to the circularity of our framework. While previous literature has
considered crisis management strategies more sequential than circular (focusing on the event’s
occurrence rather than on the intersection and effect that each phase has on subsequent ones), this
paper contributes to existing literature pointing out the circularity of the crisis prevention, response,
and recovery phases. As shown in figure 1, the strategic responses during the different phases of the
crisis - prevention, response, and recovery - have separable effects and interact with one another.
All the strategic responses develop through prior experience; therefore, the same experience may
contribute simultaneously to the different strategic responses during the crisis’s different phases.
Also, each of the strategic responses may affect one another. During the prevention phase, the
strategic responses affect the management response’s development by influencing the recovery
phase and how managers interpret and utilize it when a new crisis happens.

5. Managerial implications

The present study provides significant managerial insights into efficient SMEs’ crisis
management strategies. This is a salient topic because of the current challenging times we are
experiencing due to the COVID-19 pandemic.

Specifically, this work increases SMEs managers’ and practitioners’ awareness of efficient
business strategies to cope in fast-changing business scenarios where unexpected and adverse
events can threaten organizational goals. Practitioners should recognize the benefits of correctly
implementing a crisis-ready culture to emerge when crises strike.

Notably, a crisis is an evolving circumstance, that is, an event that continuously evolves. Crisis
management is an ongoing process to carry out throughout the company’s life. Thus, it is
fundamental to understand the importance of continuously implementing up-to-date strategies to
improve SMEs’ performance effectiveness and ensure business continuity. Moreover, our
framework could help managers develop a “crisis ready” mindset within SMEs to emerge in
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turbulent, unpredictable, and competitive business landscapes.

Thanks to the proposed framework, we tried to understand not only how SMEs may adjust their
strategies in different moments of a crisis (pre, during, and post-crisis), but, more importantly, to
understand what strategies could be more suitable according to the cyclic, different, specific
moments related to situations of emergency. The findings of this study may provide remarkable and
useful insights for managers and practitioners to foster resilience in competitive and turbulent
marketplaces, thus, understanding what strategies could be more suitable according to the specific
phases of distress (i.e., crisis prevention, response, and recovery) (Elliott et al., 2005; Hills, 1998;
Smith, 1990).

6. Limitation and future research

Given the growing necessity to understand SMEs’ business strategies during the phases of
unexpected events, this study adopted a clear and rigorous literature review approach based on a
careful selection of journals to advance current knowledge of this topic. While these study findings
rely on a rigorous and reliable systematic literature review to extend knowledge in an up-and-
coming research area, we acknowledge that this research has some limitations that may be
addressed by future research.

By extending the knowledge in this nascent line of inquiry, future studies could further deepen
and explore additional strategies that could be employed for conceptualizing crisis response
strategies across the different stages.

Furthermore, future works could extend this research field through empirical studies to examine
what happens in a specific sector or setting when companies need to change their business strategies
at a given time during a crisis

Finally, starting from the theoretical propositions, future studies could also deepen the impact of
the identified strategies across the different moments of a crisis on SMEs’ competitive performance.
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Abstract

Objectives. The paper aims at exploring the impact of entrepreneur’s resilience and Covid-19 fear on the performance of food
service businesses. As in micro- and small-businesses the individual and the business sides are strictly intertwined, resilience may be
investigated using not only the entrepreneurial lens but also the psychological/clinical ones. Indeed, individual fear of the Covid-19
infection can alter the entrepreneur’s approach in managing the business.

Methodology. The study consisted in administering a structured questionnaire to a sample of food service entrepreneurs (N.
139). Data was processed applying a linear regression analysis.

Findings. The work evidences that the fear of getting infected by the Covid-19 virus reduces business performance. However, the
resilience capacity nurtured by food service businesses counteracts this negative impact.

Research limits. The work is explorative in nature and requires further investigation. The Covid-19 pandemic is still on-the-
going while resilience should be studied after an adequate time span. However, it is important to immediately understand the
phenomenon - due to its unprecedent effects and the lack of previous knowledge.

Practical implications. The food service sector is within the most affected by the Covid-19 pandemic. A deeper knowledge on the
effects of the pandemic on business performance can enable small food service entrepreneurs to better rely and highly invest in their
resilience capacity to face crises. It gives guidance to policy makers to support this goal.

Originality of the study. Business resilience continues to be scantly investigated in extant management literature on small firms.
Moreover, studies on entrepreneurs’ psychological resilience are concentrated on personality traits rather than concerns, such as
individual fear. Thus, exploring the impact of Covid-19 fear to get infected on business performance is novel.
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1. Introduction

On March 11, 2020, the World Health Organization (WHO) declared the Coronavirus (COVID-
19) to be a pandemic (WHO, 2020).

Governments all over the world - even if with different time span and effectiveness - started to
take extreme measures, such as social-distancing, use of Personal Protection Equipment (PPE),
travel restrictions, lockdowns (local and national), etc., suddenly affecting economies worldwide.
Many sectors and businesses suffered limitations in their operational activity and/or even stops,
especially the ones considered not essential and riskier in terms of virus infection. This situation put
performance under pressure. Within this context, the potential of entrepreneur’s resilience may
result in an important capacity to face the pandemic, able to preserve or better support performance.
In fact, even the entrepreneur is a person who manages a business for profit and growth in risky
conditions (Keith et al., 2016), when a critical event happens his/her ability not only to survive but
also to perform in an adequate way may be substantially threaten and put at risk.

Despite the increasing interest showed by extant literature to organisational resilience,
“resilience at an individual level has received less attention, especially from the entrepreneur
perspective” (Santoro et al., 2020, p. 142). A few are the works specifically related to this topic
(Bullough and Renko, 2013; Bullough et al., 2014; Korber and McNaughton, 2018). Furthermore.
extant literature acknowledges a role of the characteristics of entrepreneurs, narrowly defined in
terms of their skills and education (Gunasekaran et al., 2011), de-emphasising the role of the
entrepreneur’s individual resilience as well as the underlying positive connection between
individual resilience and business success (Fisher et al., 2016). This is especially evident when
micro- and small-enterprises are concerned: the entreprencur’s individual capacities and
characteristics can have a direct and significant role in the strategic and operational management of
the enterprise, especially when critical events are disruptive to business operations. As such, “the
capacities of the small firm to ‘bounce back’ or adapt to disruptions - an aspect of business success -
is intimately entangled with the owner-manager’s own personal resilience” (Wall and Bellamy,
2019, p. 270). Hence, studies investigating how entrepreneurs face crises are needed (Duchek,
2018), especially today: the pandemic has shown a magnitude, a geographical coverage and a time-
length never experienced before, discarding traditional models and previous evidence.

Moreover, although several studies have explored the role of resilience in providing positive
outcomes to entrepreneurs (among others: Ayala and Manzano, 2014; Baron and Markman, 2003;
Envick, 2005), and some focus on entrepreneurs’ psychological resilience, personality traits rather
than concerns, such as individual fear, were considered. But the latter can alter the entrepreneur’s
approach in managing the business and studying resilience concentrating only on the organizational
side may generate a partial view of the phenomenon. In particular, the role of fear for their own
health, to the best of our knowledge, was not tested in an entrepreneurial context. Korber and
McNaughton (2018) called for future contributions on entrepreneurship and resilience able at
incorporating research from other fields. As in micro- and small-businesses the individual and the
business sides are strictly intertwined, resilience may be investigated using not only the
entrepreneurial lens but also the psychological/clinical ones. Indeed, individual fear to get infected
by a virus in time of pandemic may alter the entrepreneur’s approach in managing the business and,
consequently, the relative performance. In this context, this paper aims at studying the impact of the
natural biological disaster that is currently affecting our lives and economies - namely: the Covid-19
pandemic - in the food service sector, one of the most affected by the spread of the pandemic.
Specifically, this work explores the role of entrepreneur’s resilience and Covid-19 fear to get
infected on the business performance of food service businesses.

The paper aspires at providing the following contributions. First, our work extends the
knowledge on the impact of entrepreneur’s resilience on business performance as scantly
investigated focus, poorly empirically supported (Bhamra et al., 2011; Linnenluecke, 2017
Martinelli et al., 2018; (Martinelli and Tagliazucchi, 2018, 2019). Second, our study contributes to
the literature on micro- and small-enterprises exploring the role of a novel factor such as individual
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fear to get infected by a virus at work. Considering that the Italian economic system is mainly
composed by small and micro-businesses - particularly in the food service sector - in which the
psychological impacts of the potential infection on entrepreneurs might have shattering
consequences on business continuity and performance, we selected the food service sector as
empirical context of this research. In fact, this is a sector mainly constituted by micro- and small-
enterprises and of critical importance for the Italian socio-economic system, both in terms of value
added produced and employment, as well as in terms of social interactions and people living habits.
Third, resilience to natural disasters has been mainly studied in the aftermath of sudden-onset
events (Martinelli et al., 2019), while a few are the works on slow on-set events like the outbreak
and spread of the Covid-19 pandemic. The persistence of this crisis, currently still ongoing, and the
long-term effects on small businesses are incredibly negative but still uncertain in their magnitude
and possible end; as a consequence, empirical studies devoted to understand the impact of the
Covid-19 outbreak are needed.

The present work is structured as follow: after having briefly presented the development of the
literature on resilience in the business and management field, the hypotheses underpinning the study
are depicted. Subsequently, the methodology adopted is described, detailing the impact of the
Covid-19 pandemic on the Italian food service sector, the sample features and the measurements
employed. The survey results are then presented. A brief discussion of the theoretical, managerial
and policy implications of these preliminary findings is offered in the conclusions paragraph, which
reports the study limitations and the possible further research avenues.

2. Resilience in the business and management literature

External shocks, crisis of different nature and calamities are more and more recurrent worldwide
and their effects may be highly negatively impacting on organizations and businesses
(Linnenluecke, 2017). Inappropriate or delayed responses may seriously put the latter in danger
(Williams et al., 2017) and preventative strategies and approaches rending businesses less
vulnerable to disruptive events are increasingly needed. Apart from the long tradition of the disaster
management discipline - mainly focused on disruptions inside firms and how these organizations
could rely on processes and practices to ensure business continuity and avoid interruptions - a surge
interest by the academic community is now taken by the resilience concept, its determinants and
possible outcomes.

Resilience relates to the ability of an organization to “effectively absorb, develop situation-
specific responses, and ultimately engage in transformative activities to capitalize on disruptive
surprises that potentially threaten organization survival” (Lengnick-Hall et al., 2011, p. 244).
Studies in the field were mainly addressed at understanding the features allowing an organization to
effectively overcome adversities and disruptions (Bhamra et al.,, 2011), identifying some
antecedents of resilience: cognitive or contextual enabling capabilities (e.g. Lengnick-Hall and
Beck, 2005), slack resources (e.g. Sutcliffe and Vogus, 2003; Gittell et al., 2006) and innovation
(e.g. Hamel and Valikangas, 2003).

When contextualized to the field of business and management, resilience appears in its infancy
(Linnenluecke, 2017) but in strong development, giving birth to some main branches: resilience
determinants (Martinelli et al., 2018, 2019); the adaptability of business models (Sutcliffe and
Vogus, 2003; Hamel and Valikangas, 2003) and the design of resilient supply chains (Christopher
and Peck, 2004, Pettit et al., 2010; Ponis and Koronis, 2012). Moreover, two different perspectives
are featuring the resilience conceptualization: the traditional one - named as the bouncing-back
perspective - theorizes resilience as the recovery capacity to return to a pre-existing state, while the
more recent view - and the bouncing-forward one (Martinelli and Tagliazucchi, 2019; Martinelli et
al., 2019) - which considers resilience as a capability enabling businesses to catch new
opportunities (Sutcliffe and Vogus, 2003; Lengnick-Hall et al., 2011; Martinelli et al., 2018) and
perform even better than the pre-crisis situation.
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Extant literature evidenced that businesses display different level of resilience capacity in
relation to the following features:

o the different array of resources and capabilities they possess (Martinelli et al., 2018)
e the sector in which they operate - e.g. industry vs services
e the different size they possess.

Regarding the latter feature, small businesses face many challenges when hit by a critical event
as they usually possess scarcer resources compares to bigger companies (Webb et al., 2000), along
with poorer managerial capabilities, intuitive and subjective decision-making and less formalized
organizational structures (Liberman-Yaconi et al., 2010; Lussier and Sonfield, 2015). These
features can result in serious constrictions when small businesses are hit by unexpected threats
(Halkos et al., 2018). However, small businesses can also display some advantages when facing a
critical occurrence as “they are more flexible and better able to respond quickly to changing
environments. This adaptive capability is crucial to improve resilience to crises such as natural
disaster” (Battisti and Deakins, 2012, p. 6).

The resilience construct is relevant in the field of entrepreneurship research for two main
reasons. First, resilience can help in understanding why some entrepreneurs and their businesses
perform better than their non-resilient peers do. Second, cognitive and behavioral entrepreneurial
traits are considered able to boost the business’ ability to adapt to new circumstances. The attributes
of the individual entrepreneurs, directly and indirectly, have been shown to impact resilience of
small enterprises, in terms of emotional attachment (Branicki et al., 2018), personal characteristics
(Battisti and Deakins, 2017), previous experience (Branicki et al., 2018; Muiioz et al., 2018), but
also psychological traits. The latter is consistent with the conceptualisation of individual resilience,
a construct firstly developed into the psychological and clinical domain and defined as a personal
ability to adapt in the face of setbacks and in order to overcome adversities (Connor and Davidson,
2003). Indeed, the effects of a crisis or a disruptive event in micro- and small-enterprises is highly
concerned with the psychological impact of the disruptive event upon the entrepreneur (Caliendo et
al., 2020; Van Gelder et al., 2007), and related to the personal drawbacks s/he may suffer (Gherhes
et al., 2006). Indeed “natural disasters can severely constrain an entrepreneur’s ability to act freely,
while also limiting resources. Such constraints can influence certain psychological variables that
explain variance in entrepreneurial intentions and behaviour” (Monllor and Murphy, 2017, 622).
From this viewpoint, the fear to get infected by a virus can modify the entrepreneur’s approach in
managing the business and, consequently, the relative performance. However, extant literature did
not consider this effect.

3. Research context and Hypotheses

The objective of the study is to explore the impact of organizational resilience and Covid-19 fear
on the performance of food service entrepreneurs. Since resilience is a latent characteristic, this
potential capacity can only be grasped and analyzed when it occurs (Linnenluecke, 2017).

The research context is featured by a specific kind of natural disaster, namely a pandemic.
Indeed, natural disasters are a large group of extreme events: earthquakes, tsunami, volcanic
eruption, floods, and bushfires are categorized as sudden on-set disasters while pandemics, climate
changes and pollution are considered as slow-onset disasters (Cutter et al., 2008). While the former
cause unexpected damages in a limited time-period, with a definite beginning and end, the latter
occur slowly and progressively, impacting in a subtle way (Staupe-Delgado, 2019). The Covid-19
pandemic falls into this latter group as it is a biologic slow-onset disaster particularly threatening as
global and uncertain in its time-length, generating unforeseen effects.

Specifically, how organizational resilience impacts on business performance is drawn by
leveraging on the concept of "adaptive fit": an organization adapts to the changed conditions of the
surrounding environment (Lengnick Hall and Beck, 2005), “re-establish[ing] a strong fit between
the firm and a new reality” (Lengnick Hall et al., 2011, p. 244), in order not only to return to a
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previous state of equilibrium but even performing better (Martinelli et al., 2018). Consequently, we
can postulate the following hypothesis:

HP1: organizational resilience exerts a significant and positive effect on business performance

Businesses in the food service sector tend to be owner-manager entrepreneur centric, and owner-
managed (Gherhes et al., 2016). In this kind of businesses, the organizational level and the
individual-owner level are closely intertwined and difficult to extricate, posing a number of
questions when resilience investigation is concerned. The individual level can prevail, due to the
unformalized organizational structure of these small businesses and the key influence of the
business owner (Lussier and Sonfield, 2015); this realistic acknowledgement can bring to postulate
that business performance might be affected by the negative consequences of the spread of the virus
at the individual psychological level. In the context of sudden events or recession times, some
authors (e.g. Karman, 2000; Lengnick-Hall et al., 2011; Linnenluecke et al., 2012) showed that
individual characteristics, thoughts and perceptions are translated into tangible actions, deeply
affecting the response towards the disruptive event or the crisis faced. Indeed, the effects of a crisis
or a disruptive event in small businesses is highly related to the psychologically impact of the
disruptive event upon the business owner (Caliendo et al., 2020; Van Gelder et al., 2007). Indeed
“natural disasters can severely constrain an entrepreneur’s ability to act freely, while also limiting
resources. Such constraints can influence certain psychological variables that explain variance in
entrepreneurial intentions and behavior” (Monllor and Murphy, 2017, p. 622). When considering
the specific sector under investigation, previous works proved that restaurateurs tend to attribute
their failures to external conditions (Camillo et al., 2008), while a study conducted by Parsa et al.
(2005) indicated that internal factors are more frequently causes of failure - even if both are clearly
important. Psychological reactions, such as anxiety and fear, are fundamental factors impacting
individual’s behaviours. One of the central factors which might produce high levels of stress and
anxiety during the pandemic is the fear of Covid-19 (Bitan et al., 2020; Taylor et al., 2020). From
this viewpoint, the fear to get infected by the virus can negatively impact on the capacity of food
service entrepreneurs to develop a good business performance, even if the effect can not only be
direct but may be considered as moderating the causal link between organizational resilience and
business performance, as the subsequent hypotheses are postulating.

HP2: The Covid-19 fear exerts a significant and negative effect on business performance
HP3: The Covid-19 fear moderates the relationship between organizational resilience and
business performance

4. Methodology

To reach the study aims a survey focused on a sample of small enterprises active during the
Covid-19 emergency in the food and beverage service sector was performed.

4.1 The impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on the food service sector

The empirical context selected food service or catering sector, is the larger segment featuring the
hospitality industry. Restaurants and cafés lead it, despite several other catering formats are
included in the industry. In Italy, in particular, these businesses have an important commercial role
aimed at satisfying food and beverage customers’ needs, but also a social and entertaining mission:
restaurants and cafés tend to characterize the Italians’ lifestyle. Indeed, a long tradition is connected
with bars and restaurants in the country. Bars and restaurants are widely distributed throughout the
Italian peninsula: at the end of 2018 in Italy 336,137 enterprises belonging to the branch of food and
beverages services were operating, producing a value added of more than €46 billion and
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employing 918,105 people. Considering the overall number of businesses forming this sector,
184,587 (54.9%) were restaurants, 148,274 (44.1%) were bars or cafeterias, and the remaining 1%
were businesses devoted to the provision of prepared meals, e.g., canteens or banqueting firms
(FIPE, 2020a). As reported in Figure 1, the segment of restaurants also encompasses ice cream
parlors and bakeries, which account for approximately the 10%, while take-away restaurants reach
almost the 20% (FIPE, 2020).

Fig. 1: The food and beverages industry in Italy

provision of prepared =
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1% Eat-in restaurant|
66.3%
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Source: FIPE, Federazione Italiana Pubblici Esercizi (2020a)

Businesses for the

The most common type of company in the sector is the sole proprietorship, which accounts for
approximately 50% of total firms (FIPE, 2020a). Micro businesses dominate the Italian scenario of
food and beverages services (Eurostat, 2021).

The sector was in good health and showed positive growth rates before the spread of the
pandemic. Starting from the first national lockdown and the suspension of catering services - the
11™ March 2020 - the situation changed completely. A survey conducted by Confimprese (2020),
relatively to the activity of food service enterprises between March and April (Phase 1) and
published in May, revealed that 24% of respondents declared of having lost more than 95% of the
revenues in the period, compared to the previous year.

It has been estimated by INAIL that the lockdown measures taken relatively to the food service
industry caused serious employment issues. Indeed, they represented the suspension of 1.1 million
workers of the total of 1.2 million employed in the whole country. The re-opening of restaurants,
bars and other food service enterprises was allowed from May 18th, after over 2 months of closures,
in compliance with the provisions and protocols included in DPCM 05/17/20. Nevertheless, the
rules concerning social distancing and the displacement of tables and chairs resulted in
discouragement for many business owners of the sector. Worrying data were published in mid-May
2020, since Confimprese reported that the majority of the surveyed firms in the food and beverage
services (51.43%) was against anticipated reopening, under the conditions and rules imposed; while
the remaining portion of surveyed enterprises showed their approval (48.57%) (Confimprese, 2020).
In this regard, also a large part of bars’ business owners did not agree to re-opening under strict
protocols, since the reduced capacity of the local, together with additional costs related with single-
use materials and hygienic devices would exceed potential profits and cause further losses. In
addition, a survey conducted from June 1% to 14™ 2020 highlighted a persistent negative trend (-
41% compared to June 2019), despite the resume of the activities in the sector (Pacifico, 2020),
showing a constant growth of both home delivery (+15.5%) and takeaway services (+19%), in
comparison to the previous year. A continuous assessment of the activity after the restart of
operations on May 18", 2020 has also been conducted by FIPE, by administering surveys to 340
micro-enterprises in the food service and leisure sectors. Indeed, an evaluation of performances of
food and beverages service enterprises, during the four weeks after the reopening, showed a very
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slow but positive trend of their activities starting from the very beginning of Phase 2. However, a
relevant general pessimistic attitude among business owners was detected by FIPE (2020b), since,
four weeks after the end of the lockdown, only 51.5% of them was satisfied with the reopening. In
addition, after a month from the reopening, the majority of business owners (66.4%) were not
optimistic about the possibility of completely come back to their performance’s level before Covid-
19 (FIPE, 2020b). Other alarming data collected by FIPE (2020b) concerned the number of workers
employed after May 18™s reopening. Indeed, on average, the studied enterprises were only using
27.0% of their employees, compared to pre-Covid-19.

During summer, the negative trend in performance has started to slow down, because people
have been eating out more frequently from the beginning of July 2020. As regards the food service
sector, it registered losses around 50% during the last two weeks of June 2020; while the losses of
the sector were around 37% in the first two weeks of July 2020 (Di Palma, 2020). Therefore, signs
of a slight and slow recovery have emerged at that time. Despite this signal of recovery, data from
FIPE still highlighted concerns for the entire sector, since the majority of enterprises was still
suffering consistent losses and was under a great pressure at the beginning of July 2020. Indeed,
around 61% of the surveyed business owners was satisfied of the reopening, while a larger portion
(68%) still showed serious concerns, by not believing in a full recovery of their activity, up to pre-
Covid-19 performance levels. Further data from Osservatorio Confimprese-EY (2020), confirmed a
decline of 37.8% on average during the 2020 for the food & beverage industry due to the Covid-19
pandemic in the country.

Starting from October 2020, the situation began to getting worst again and the new restrictions
introduced by the government put new limitations and stops to the food service businesses on a
regional base. This is the context in which our study took place, as detailed in the subsequent
paragraphs.

4.2 Research method

The survey involved a number of small business owners currently running different typologies of
enterprises - including bars, restaurants, pizzerias, pubs, cafeterias and others and took place in
some selected municipalities of the Modena province, in order to avoid peculiarities and
specificities only related to one particular city. A structured questionnaire was administered face-to-
face by two trained interviewers in the period between October 15" and November 13™ 2020, since
the entering of the Emilia-Romagna region in the orange, and then red area, lead to limit the
restaurants and cafés activity only to take-away, rending impossible the data collection.

Before starting to administer the questionnaire, lists of all the enterprises belonging to the food
and beverage service sector that were active at the moment of the research in the selected
municipalities were prepared through a desk analysis. Subsequently, the questionnaire was tested on
a few business owners. The administration of the first questionnaires allowed for the identification
of comprehension problems related with some questions and the need to reduce the time required to
fill it. As a result, the interviewers came up with another version of the structured questionnaire, by
following the suggestions of the first participants and by re-elaborating several questions to make
them clearer, in addition to reduce the overall amount of questions. A further test was made by
using the second version of the questionnaire. In this second step, other business owners were
involved and further problems with the length of the survey were detected, since in the majority of
the cases the business owners were working by themselves in their enterprises. Finally, a third and
final version of the questionnaire was prepared.

In restaurants, pizzerias and trattorias, the questionnaires were mainly administered before or
after their working timetable, respectively between 10:00-11:30 in the morning and 14:00-15:30 in
the afternoon; while, in bars and cafeteria they were mainly administered in those moments in
which, typically, very few customers hang out in the venue or shortly before their closing time.
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4.3 The sample

The sample is composed by 139 food service businesses, including both bars and cafeterias
(55.4%) and restaurants, pizzerias and trattorias (44.6%). The location of such enterprises was in the
city centre for 24.5% of the units and outside it for the remaining 75.5% (Table 1).

Tab. 1: Typology and location

Variable Frequency % % Cumulative
Typology of food service business 139 100.0

- Bar/Cafeteria 77 55.4 55.4
- Restaurant/Pizzeria/Trattoria 62 44.6 100.0
Location in the city center 139 100.0

- No 105 75.5 75.5
- Yes 34 245 100.0

Source: our elaboration

The interviewees were mainly business owners (69.1%) or partners (29.5%), males (64.0%),
with an average age of 46 years (Table 2). The sample includes people from different generations,
since the youngest interviewee is 21, while the oldest is 68. In addition, the majority of participants
are high school graduates (50.7%) or junior high school graduates (40.6%), while only few
interviewees have a very low educational level - elementary school (1.4%) - or very high ones -
bachelor’s degree (5.1%) and master’s degree (2.2%).

Tab. 2: Interviewees’ role and demographic features

Variable Frequency Min Max Mean St. Dev. % % Cumulative
Role in the enterprise 139 100.0

- Owner 96 69.1 69.1
- Partner 41 29.5 98.6
- Manager (business rental) 2 1.4 100.0
Sex 139 100.0

- Male 89 64.0 64.0
- Female 50 36.0 100.0
Birth year 139 1952 1999 100.0

- [1950-1960] 15 10.8 10.8
- [1961-1970] 41 29.5 40.3
- [1971-1980] 43 30.9 71.2
- [1981-1990] 28 20.1 91.4
- [1991-2000] 12 8.6 100.0
Age 139 21 68 46.33 11.62

Educational level 138 100.0

- Elementary school 2 14 1.4
- Junior high school 56 40.6 42.0
- High school diploma 70 50.7 92.8
- Bachelor’s degree 7 5.1 97.8
- Master’s degree 3 2.2 100.0

Source: our elaboration

16 out of 139 interviewees - 11.5% - have more than one enterprise in the sector of interest. Of
the above-mentioned 16 entrepreneurs, 14 of them have another business activity (87.5%), while
one entrepreneur has two additional businesses (6.3%) and another one has three (6.3%).

Regarding the enterprises’ features (Table 3), 72.7% of them were born from the 1997 onwards.
The remaining ones have longer histories and have experienced a development through the years
(23.0%). A minority of them (4.3%), instead, has more than 44 years and in some cases are family
business which lived one, or more, generational passages. As a result, there is a relevant standard
deviation (14.19 years) referred to the age of the enterprises in the sample.
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Further information collected are related with the dimensions of the venue and the kitchen. This
data is helpful to understand the number of customers that can be directly served and seated in the
available area.

A large majority of business owners rented the venue of the enterprise they are currently running
(86.3%), while only 13.7% of them owns the place.

Tab. 3: Businesses’ features

Variable Frequency Min Max Mean St. Dev. % % Cumulative
Opening year of the enterprise 139 1956 2020 100.0

- [1956-1976] 6 4.3 4.3
- [1977-1996] 32 23.0 27.3
- [1997-2006] 30 21.6 48.9
- [2007-2017] 40 28.8 77.7
- [2017-2020] 31 22.3 100.0
Age of the enterprise 139 0 64 16.23 14.19

Area of the venue (sqm.) 135 22 1000 153.17 137.91

Area of the kitchen (sqm.) 135 / 150 32.56 31.43

The venue is 139 100.0

- Owned 19 13.7 13.7
- Rented 120 86.3 100.0

Source: our elaboration

Regarding the observed businesses’ dimensions (Table 4), there has been a slight negative
variation in the total number of employees (-0.54), in the part-time (-0.08) and occasional ones (-
0.27). The reason behind such minor variation may be found in the economic help provided by the
government during spring and summer 2020. Indeed, one of the questions inserted in the following
section asked whether the enterprise used layoff to guarantee a salary to their employees. From this
question emerged that 82 enterprises (59.0%), on the total of 139 investigated, used layoff for their
employees. Probably the use of such economic help limited the creation of a gap in employment in
this sector between the end of 2019 and Autumn 2020.

As far as sales are concerned, interviewees were asked about 2019 sales and the expected
variation registered in revenues, in comparison to 2019. Since only 36 participants over 139 were
willing to share their revenues value of 2019, it was not possible to comment on this element. On
the other hand, almost the entire sample was able to provide an estimated percentage of variation in
revenues that they have suffered in 2020, on average -34.56%. The general tendency in the sector
suggests that the large majority of enterprises have experienced a loss during spring and summer
2020 (84.8%); very few firms have registered an increase in their revenues (4.5%), up to October
2020. The reasons behind such increases in revenues, in some cases, have to be found in a business
model change, like the introduction of a new type of service - takeaway, home delivery, drive-in -
or in the adoption of a new strategy. On the other hand, there are also few firms that did not
registered an increase, nor a decrease in revenues (6.3%). In some of the cases, the reason is
associated with the degree of diversification of the enterprise, since several participants reported
that they did not suffer a loss in their revenues thanks to the presence of tobaccos in their bar.
Because of this diversification of the business, they had the obligation to remain opened during the
entire Covid-19 emergency, which allowed them to sell tobaccos and scratch cards in large
quantities and to compensate the loss suffered because of the suspension of the bar’s activity.
Finally, few enterprises (4.5%) could not precisely tell whether or not they were suffering a loss or
an increase in revenues, compared to 2019, at the moment of the interview, by stating that it would
depend on their amount of work or possible new governmental restrictions during Christmas
holidays.
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Tab. 4: Businesses’ dimension and estimated Covid-19 effect on performance

Variable Freq. Min Max Mean St. A% % %
Dev. mean Cum.

Staff members at the end of 2019 137

- Total 1 20 5.44 3.79

- of which, part-time 1.32 2.30

- of which, occasional 0.98 2.28

Staff members at the present day 138

- Total 1 22 4.90 3.47 -0.54

- of which, part-time 1.24 2.01 -0.08

- of which, occasional 0.71 1.79 -0.27

Revenues in 2019 36 30.000€ | 900.000€

Possible revenues’ variation at the present day (%) 112 -83% +20% -34.56% | 19.00 100.0

- 0% variation 7 6.3 6.3

- Positive variation 5 4.5 10.8

- Negative variation 95 84.8 95.6

- Not sure because it depends on Christmas holidays 5 4.5 100.0

Source: our elaboration

4.4 Measurements

The measurements used to test the postulated hypotheses were evaluated on a 7-point Likert
scale (1= strongly disagree; 7= strongly agree).

The organizational resilience construct was measured adopting the scale tested by Kantur and
Iseri Say (2015), which first propose a measurement scale focused on resilience capacity, where
elements linked to the robustness of the company facing the critical event, its ability to adapt easily
and quickly to new environmental conditions and cohesion within the people working in the
business are key. As a matter of fact, three are the dimensions constituting organizational resilience:
robustness, rapidity and integrity. As can be observed in the table below, the highest mean value
reported is for the first robustness’ item. This item refers to the constant attempt of business owners
to provide continuity to their enterprises and the average result confirms that the totality of
respondents is currently pursuing this objective. Moreover, other higher mean values assessed the
integrity dimension, evidencing that in this sample of enterprises there is a strong tendency in
employees to be committed and pursue a common goal. On the other hand, some of the lower mean
values define the rapidity dimension.

Covid-19 Fear was assessed employing a reduced scale validate by Bitan et al. (2020) in the
psychologic field.

The dependent variable is Business Performance, considered as the ability to generate sales and
profitability in comparison with the pre-Covid situation, measured by two items evaluated on a 7-
point Likert scale coded from 1 “very decreased” to 7 “very increased”.

Tab. 5: Investigated Constructs and related items

Items Mean St. Dev.
My organization stands straight and preserves its position. 6.65 0.954
My organization is successful in generating diverse solutions. 5.59 1.402
My organization shows resistance to the end in order not to lose. 5.12 1.685
My organization does not give up and continue its path. 5.98 1.406
Resilience My organization rapidly takes actions. 5.43 1.665
My organization develops alternatives in order to benefit from negative circumstances. 4.72 1.858
My organization is agile in taking required actions when needed. 5.71 1.415
My organization is a place where all employees engaged to do what is required from them. 6.26 1.192
My organization is successful in acting as a whole with all of its employees. 6.28 1.167
Covid Fear Fear of being infected by the virus on my part or my collaborators 3.97 2.340
Fear for my customers 4.45 2.090
Business Sales evolution in comparison with the pre-Covid-19 situation 241 1.310
Performance Profitability evolution in comparison with the pre-Covid-19 situation 2.43 1.323

Source: our elaboration
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In the following table (Tab. 6) the reliability measures (i.e. a-Cronbach) are reported for each
investigated construct.

Tab. 6: Reliability measure for each dimension

Constructs N. item Average Dev. St. a-Cronbach
Resilience 9 49.123 .93735 0.812
Covid Fear 2 44.842 156.808 0.792
Business Performance 2 24.203 124.999 0.898

Source: our elaboration

5. Results

A linear regression was performed employing Business performance as the dependent variable
while organizational resilience and Covid-19 fear as independent variables. The model considered
not only a direct effect of Covid-19 fear but also an interaction effect between organizational
resilience and Covid-19 fear on Business performance.

Results evidence an acceptable model fit (Table 7), considering the target of interviewees
composed by small entrepreneurs.

Tab. 7: Linear regression coefficients

Models Non-standardized Coefficients Standardized Coefficients
B Std. Error Beta

(Constant) 1.411 .555
ORGR 456 .104 342%**
COVIDF -.275 .062 -.345***
MODERATOR .005 .092 .004"%

R?=.202 (p<.001).

*** p<.001.

n.s.: Not significant

Source: our elaboration

Findings show that organizational resilience exerts a significant and positive effect on food
service entrepreneurs’ performance, while the Covid-19 fear exerts a direct, but not moderating, and
negative effect on the dependent variable. The work evidences that the fear of getting infected by
the Covid-19 virus reduces business performance but the resilience capacity nurtured by food
service entrepreneurs is able to counteract this negative effect.

6. Conclusions

The paper has explored the role of resilience and fear of get infected by the Covid-19 virus on
micro- and small-enterprise performance. In so doing the paper contributes to extant literature on
entrepreneur’s resilience confirming its role in enhancing performance even during a slow on-set
natural disaster such as the current pandemic. This was not foregone as the latter has shown a
magnitude, a global exposure and a time-persistence never experienced before. This work has also
highlighted a novel effect when dealing with psychological individual resilience: the entrepreneur’s
fear of getting infected by the virus directly impacts performance and have to be managed together
with the entrepreneur’s resilient capacity to face adversities. Consequently, the paper extends
previous findings by Caliendo et al. (2020) and Monllor and Murphy (2017) focused only on the
phycological attitude of the entrepreneur. In case of slow on-set disasters, the fear for their own,
employees and customers health play an important negative role and should be included in the
possible factors affecting business performance.
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From a managerial viewpoint, the food service sector has been severely hit by the Covid-19
pandemic and its businesses evidenced relevant decreases in sales and had to stop or limited their
operational activities, putting at serious risk their business continuity. In this context, the study
aimed at exploring the role that organizational resilience can display on business performance
during the spread of the pandemic, evidencing the important impact that resilient food service
businesses might have on their success. In fact, having created a resilient organization, food service
entrepreneurs can counteract the psychological side-effect created by the fear to get infected by the
virus. As the organizational and individual level in such small businesses tend to overlap, our study
contributes to the literature on resilience testing that the fear of the virus does not moderate but
exert a direct negative effect on business performance.

A deeper knowledge on the effects of the pandemic on business performance, also considering
that the pandemic last longer than other crises, can enable small food service entrepreneurs to better
rely and higher invest in their resilience capacity to face crises. The long-stand of a pandemic may
represent a moment in which the entrepreneur finds out resilient actions by properly leveraging
his/her business resources and capabilities - although limited as in case of small and micro
businesses, building on robustness, agility and integrity. This represent a key point for small food
service businesses at the light of the increasing number of epidemics and pandemics hitting the food
service setting since the beginning of the 21° century. Accordingly, the identification of resilient
practices today, may represent a preventive strategy to cope with future and frequent expected
crises. At the same time our findings can give guidance to policy makers to support entrepreneurs
not only from an economic point of view, but also psychologically. So, together with subsidies,
taxes exemptions/suspensions and other economic provisions, policy makers should also organize
medical supporting services to strengthen the mental traits of food service entrepreneurs. Similarly
to other individuals, entrepreneurs fear to be infected by the virus running their activity. However,
to rescue their business they continue to operate. This study shows that a resilient organization is
effectively compensating the Covid-19 fear. This aspect is key in service businesses, where there is
a high contact between people (e.g. owner/employees and customers).

This is a preliminary study and it is affected by some limits. Firstly, its explorative nature
reduces the possibility to generalize results and calls for further investigation. Secondly, the Covid-
19 pandemic is still on-the-going while resilience should be studied after an adequate time span
from the hit of the disaster. However, it is important to immediately start to understand the
phenomenon - due to its unprecedent effects and the lack of previous knowledge - even in the short
term, paving the way to next longitudinal studies. Third, no control variables were considered at this
stage, while the business age and size can play a role (e.g. Battisti and Deakins, 2017). Fourth, the
regression analysis carried out makes it possible to give a first reading of the relationships between
the variables, but other methodologies - such as structural equation modeling (SEM), for instance -
could provide a more solid and complete understanding of the model effects.
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Abstract

Obijectives. This research aims to investigate how the business models, resources and competences of Italian Haute Cuisine
restaurants changed and adapted to face the strong challenges related to the global pandemic coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19)
crisis.

Methodology. The study performs an explorative qualitative analysis focused on the Italian Michelin three-starred chefs. By
adopting a mixed method approach, primary data was collected by several semi-structured interviews with industry experts, while
secondary data was gathered by a netnography analysis of online industry-related media sources.

Findings. Italian Michelin three-starred chefs’ responded to the challenges at different level of interventions: organizational,
industry, and business ecosystem. At organizational level, three starred chefs focused mainly on their human resources, their
business models, and their technological solutions. At industry level, the response strategies were concretely oriented to confirm
their leadership position and their activity of coaching. Finally, at ecosystem level, the response strategies have been directed to
their customers and their relationships with local suppliers.

Research limits. By adopting an explorative analysis and investigating only the ltalian context, the findings cannot be
generalized to the whole population of three starred restaurants.

Practical implications. These insights underline that restaurants have to implement different strategies to sustain their business
during crisis period, by exploiting their resources, competences and capabilities, redefining their business models and developing
flexible and speedy responses to unpredictable changes.

Originality of the study. The main contribution of this study is to explore the adaptation process implemented by Italian three
starred chefs during the crisis, by adopting the entrepreneurial effectuation perspective.

Key words: three starred chefs, crisis management, COVID-19, haute cuisine, effectuation theory

Assistant Professor of Management - University of Molise - Italy
e-mail: presenza@unimol.it

Full Professor of Management - Burgundy Business School - France
e-mail: marilena.vecco@bsb-education.com

Associate Professor of Management - University of Messina - Italy
e-mail: abbatet@unimol.it

Sinergie-SIMA 2021 Conference Referred Electronic Conference Proceedings
Leveraging intersections in management theory and practice ISBN 97888943937-7-4
10-11 June 2021 - University of Palermo (Italy) - Online Conference DOI 10.7433/SRECP.FP.2021.01

31



ANGELO PRESENZA - MARILENA VECCO - TINDARA ABBATE

1. Introduction

UNWTO (2020) has acknowledged tourism as one of the hardest hit industries by the COVID-19
pandemic. Among the tourism subsectors, restaurants have suffered the most significant sales and
job losses (Gossling et al., 2020). As a result, the entire industry has been called to deeply redesign
its operations and strategies (Dube et al., 2020).

By aiming to contribute to a better understanding of the effects of COVID-19 on the restaurant
industry, this research gives its support focusing primarily on premium and upscale restaurants -
also known as “Haute Cuisine” (HC).

Even if HC chefs are a small part of the overall gastronomy sector (roughly 0.5%), they are
considered celebrities (Zopiatis and Melanthiou, 2019). Presenza and Messeni Petruzzelli (2019)
highlighted how HC chefs can be seen as innovators and trendsetters, able to continually reinvent
their offer to provide guests with unique food and service experiences (Batat and De Kerviler,
2020).

A peculiarity of HC is that there is a synergy between how artistic and managerial elements must
coexist. Entrepreneurial vision and managerial capabilities are required from HC chefs to exploit
the opportunities and threats that emerge both inside and outside the boundaries of the fine-dining
restaurant (Slavich et al., 2014). Their economic and cultural significance is manifested by their
value-creation capability through aesthetic and symbolic work (Svejenova et al., 2015). Their
success is mainly defined by a restaurant rating system developed through strict guidelines and
rules, which are established by critics, journalists, culinary schools’ experts, and above all,
convention setters as the Michelin Red Guide, internationally acknowledged as the most thorough
(Presenza and Messeni Petruzzelli, 2019).

Previous studies on HC restaurants and chefs investigated several topics such as the exploration
of the entrepreneurial activities of chefs and their related business strategies (Abecassis-Moedas et
al., 2016), the strategies used to generate revenues (Surlemont et al., 2005), the key dimensions
characterizing creative processes (Bouty and Gomez, 2013; Stierand et al., 2014; Abbate et al.,
2019), the leadership factors and the chefs’ competencies (Pratten, 2003; Zopiatis, 2010). Other
themes refer to the role of culinary innovation (Albors-Garrigds et al., 2018) and the HC’s capacity
to develop new rules in the sector (Capdevila et al., 2018).

Despite the increasing popularity of this phenomenon, Jones (2009) argues that the overemphasis
on HC is problematic, especially during times of economic downturn. The focus has always been
related to looking for drivers to promote ‘success’ (Santana, 2004), while themes related to
recovering from a crisis and the development of successful strategies to address a crisis have been
less investigated (i.e.: Tse et al., 2006; Israeli, 2007; Alonso-Almeida et al., 2015). More recently,
Batat (2020) reviewed this topic looking at the COVID-19 pandemic crisis in the specific context of
French Michelin-starred chefs, highlighting “a need for more research on how luxury restaurants
adapt to crises and what are the response strategies they deploy to sustain their businesses” (p. 2).

The present paper addresses this call specifically focusing on the Italian Michelin three-starred
chefs. The aim is to investigate how the business models, resources and competences of Italian HC
restaurants changed and adapted to face the strong challenges related to the global pandemic crisis
by implementing concrete response strategies to sustain their businesses. This study employed two
main approaches. A Netnography analysis has been conducted to gather data originated in and
manifested through the documents produced by the three-starred chefs on the online industry-
related media. To ensure the accuracy (i.e., reliability and validity) of the data retrieved, semi-
structured interviews with six Italian industry experts have been carried out.

The Italian context was selected because it is recognized worldwide as one of the most important
countries of the tradition for HC. Combining all Michelin starred restaurants, in the last available
Michelin ranking (Michelin, 2020), Italy is ranked third while Japan maintains the first position and
France the second. For Italy, regionally embedded HC has gained significant international
recognition in the last decade (Slavich et al., 2014). The dynamic success is due to the chefs’
capability to emphasize local productions and traditions, and for its contemporary chef-oriented
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ambition to enhance traditional Italian cuisine through innovation (Leone, 2020). The Italian
emergence of HC is also forged on the concepts of ‘farm to - table’ and ‘zero-Kilometer restaurant’
(Julian, 2015).

The main contribution of this paper is to analyse the response strategies carried out by Italian
starred chefs to react to COVID-19 in the context of entrepreneurial effectuation theory
(Sarasvathy, 2001). In fact, findings reveal first highlights that will make contributions to the
entrepreneurship literature and help determine the value of effectuation to the field of crisis
management. By grouping three levels of analysis - namely organizational, industry, and
ecosystem- the findings illustrate an entrepreneurial behaviour that tends to be flexible, takes
advantage of environmental contingencies as they arise, and looks for understanding the directions
of future development.

After this introduction, the paper is organized as follows. Second section discusses the literature
related to how restaurants cope with the adverse outcomes generated by a crisis and links it to the
entrepreneurial effectuation theory, providing a theoretical framework for the study. The third
section introduces and analytically explains the multiple case study approach. Then, section four
presents the main findings while the following one proposes the model that explains the Italian
three-starred chefs’ response strategies system against COVID-19. Finally, the last section wraps up
conclusions and outlines both theoretical and managerial implications fronting the unexpected and
severe crisis generated by this pandemic.

2. Theoretical background

Pauchant and Mitroff (1992) defined a crisis as “a disruption that physically affects a system as a
whole and threatens its basic assumptions, its subjective sense of self, its existential core”. In other
words, a crisis can be understood as a situation faced by an individual, group or organization which
they are weak to cope with by the use of normal routine procedures (Booth, 1993).

Restaurants are called to react to the adverse outcomes generated by a crisis implementing
different response strategies to sustain their businesses, possibly even going up to reconsidering
their current business practices (Bronner and de Hoog, 2014). This may take place through a range
of interventions that span from a slight reconfiguration of their business model to radical ones (Basu
and Wadhwa, 2013). They can introduce internally focused actions aimed at adapting to the shifting
environmental pressures, or externally focused actions aimed at modifying their environment
(Chattopadhyay et al., 2001).

Furthermore, they can pursue a defensive approach or an offensive one. With the former, chefs
are focused on reducing operating costs and revenue enhancement plans to generate more cash
inflow to the restaurant (Tse et al., 2006). Human resource practices are a further example (Israeli,
2007). They mainly refer to practices aimed at reducing the employee headcount or employee
working hours. With the second, they search for product or market opportunities available during
the crisis (Tan and See, 2004). Tse et al. (2006) stated that in a time of crisis lobbying for
government financial support (i.e.: interest-free loans or allow for a suspension of certain fees and
charges) becomes a further intervention that restaurants need to achieve. Restaurants may also
intervene changing the marketing mix, offering discounts or other forms of promotion to entice
potential customers to dine, and improving their social image in order to attract customers by
supporting social-related causes (Tse et al., 2006). Marketing and promoting new services (such as
catering, events, etc.) is a further action as suggested by Israeli (2007).

Looking at the response strategies that restaurants implement, Alonso-Almeida et al. (2015)
distinguish between proactive and reactive strategies. Proactive strategies are linked to the
implementation of dynamic capabilities that are critical for survival in fluctuating settings (Claver-
Cortes et al., 2007). Instead, reactive strategies are rapidly formulated and applied in conjunction
with proactive strategies to mitigate problems and stay successful (Zatzick et al., 2009). Alonso-
Almeida et al. (2015) added further considerations: both proactive and reactive strategies can
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produce cost-cutting measures. However, while proactive strategies may support restaurants to
develop dynamic capabilities that improve the competitive advantage, reactive strategies can be
ineffective and even more dangerous because able to injury or compromise the reputation of
restaurants with high-end positioning (Batat, 2020).

Based on the previous description of the literature on crisis response strategies, in
entrepreneurship research the theoretical perspective known as effectuation theory appears
particularly suitable for examining the response strategies that HC restaurants implement against
COVID-19. The reasons are different. Primarily, since effectuation approach particularly well in an
unpredictable operating environment or in the face of constant change (Dutta et al., 2015). In this
vein, even before Harmeling et al. (2004) had already argued that a set of studies used qualitative
analyses to examine whether entrepreneurs mobilize effectual principles when they face adverse
conditions. Secondly, effectuation better describes the entrepreneurial processes in dynamic, non-
linear and resource-scarce environments (Fisher, 2012). In fact, using effectuation logics facilitates
the entrepreneur to understand several potential effects and change the goals as new
opportunities/threats arise. It follows that effectuation entrepreneurs control the state space, rather
than estimating it, by integrating unpredicted contingencies (e.g., environmental turbulence,
unpredictability and resource scarcity) and imagined failures in the process of creation (Mé&kimurto-
Koivumaa and Puhakka, 2013). Thirdly, this approach is considered as a critical logic of action in
the contexts with high environmental uncertainty. It follows that undesired circumstances are
considered a source of information and feedback for the (re-)design of new business models (Hensel
and Visser, 2019).

Effectuation theory assumes that entrepreneurs utilise the resources to meet the demands of the
market in a flexible manner (Sarasvathy, 2001). A good example of effectuation is provided by
Matalaméki et al. (2017, p. 125) telling the metaphor of a chef “using whatever ingredients are in
the store cupboard to decide which meal to cook, that is, the outcome relies on the available
materials. In an alternative version of this activity, the chef has a recipe (plan) which he/she follows
by acquiring the ingredients (resources) and using them to achieve the end result, set as the goal of
the activity”.

Effectuation refers to “a particular way of articulating one’s actions, which also considers such
things as the context in which these actions take place, the resources one has, the constraints one
may face, and the aims, goals, and ends one might pursue given all this” (Grégoire and Cherchem,
2020, p. 622). Looking at the entrepreneurial decision-making process, the aim of ‘effectuators’
becomes to achieve the best possible strategic results from leveraging the available resources and
controlling the environmental uncertainty through creating new markets, products, and
opportunities (Shirokova, 2020). It treats the control over the external contingencies by focusing on
the means available rather than operating on the basis of future, hard-to-predict competitive
scenarios (Sarasvathy and Dew, 2005). Effectuation takes a set of means as given and focuses on
selecting between possible effects that can be created with that set of means (Harms and Schiele,
2012). Means consist of personal knowledge and skills on an individual level and physical and
organisational, as well as human resources, at company level (Barney, 1991). Forming partnerships
and nurture the business ecosystem is a further example to expand their resource base and control
an uncertain future (Murdock and Varnes, 2018) because effectuation emphasizes the importance of
establishing and using strategic alliances and pre-commitments from different stakeholders in order
to reduce and/or eliminate uncertainty (Sarasvathy, 2001) and to enlarge the business’ access to
resources and thus to provide new means (Welter et al., 2016).

In the following, in order to shed more light on the nexus between crisis recovery strategies and
effectuation’s conceptual articulation, the paper examines the change in the practices and in the
response strategies assumed by the Italian Michelin three-starred chefs to fight against the crisis
generated by the COVID-19 pandemic.
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3. Methodology
3.1 Research setting

This study uses HC as a research setting to represent an extraordinary example of a crisis
phenomenon (Abecassis-Moedas et al., 2016) for various reasons. Firstly, it exemplifies a relevant
sector in the worldwide economy (Albors-Garrigos et al., 2018). Indeed, the increasing creation of
dedicated TV channels, the considerable growth of culinary schools, the expansion of ratings,
rankings and awards, and the phenomenon of celebrity chefs are creating a multi-billion global
industry (Zopiatis and Melanthiou, 2019). Secondly, it can be considered as “a kind of lighthouse in
the industry” (Surlemont and Johnson, 2005, p. 578) that creates trends in management, marketing,
and supply (de la Lastra et al., 2020), by becoming a point of reference in the innovation processes
and quality standards for other restaurants (Cooper et al., 2017). Thus, it has a significant influence
on the image of the restaurant industry (Presenza et al., 2019). Thirdly, the HC field has a strong
experimental and creative nature by trying to explore and implement innovative solutions derived
by traditional methods and novel cooking techniques (De Filippi et al., 2007). Fourthly, HC is a
highly competitive context in which the necessity to define and develop strategies to respond to
pressuring external conditions is essential to ensure stability and profitability over time. Fifthly, it is
a setting in which performance is fundamental, as seen in the external evaluations of restaurants and
chefs or an extended number of awards (Abecassis-Moedas et al., 2016).

To narrow the research and make the results more robust and significant, the paper focuses on
the Red Michelin Guide because experts consider it the most relevant tastemaker in the HC sector
of the restaurant industry (Lane, 2010). The Michelin rating system - that ranges from no star to
three stars - is organized around two operating variables, which, in the end, enable the comparison
between restaurants: inclusion/exclusion and ranking (Karpik, 2010).

The three-starred chefs are relevant for their extraordinariness. They are the ‘winners’ because
they had been most successful in the star system over the last decade, or in some cases, even longer
(Surlemont et al., 2005). Following Adler’s theory (1985) and Rosen’s (1981), three-starred chefs
can be considered superstars in the field of HC, an excellent example of the ‘winner-take-all’
markets, where “rewards tend to be concentrated in the hands of few top performers, with small
differences in talent or effort giving rise to enormous differences in incomes” (Frank and Cook,
1996, p. 24).

3.2 Data collection

The research uses a multiple case study approach because it allows comparing the results of each
case with the other cases to reveal similar patterns and, consequently, to confirm emerging concepts
(Davis and Eisenhardt, 2011). Different reasons led to this research approach. First, the topic is
complex and less investigated, hence calling for the theory-building (Eisenhardt, 1989) combined
with the guidelines proposed by Yin (1984) and Klein and Myers (1999). Second, this approach
allows for a close correspondence between theory and data (Glaser and Strauss, 1967).
Consequently, this study adopts an exploratory, qualitative research design to investigate the
phenomenon in detail since no prior empirical research is available.

Data have been collected using two main approaches: netnography and semi-structured
interviews with Italian industry experts. The combination of methods, variously labelled as
“convergent methodology” (Campbell and Fiske, 1959) or “convergent validation” (Slovic, 1962),
gives great support to complement information acquired from the other methods. This
methodological approach allows the researchers to gain a more systematic and comprehensive
understanding of the findings achieved (Denzin and Lincoln, 2002), offering the opportunity to
increase the findings’ trustworthiness.

Netnography analysis. Also referred to as cyberethnography, it is a qualitative method, to gather
data using online search engines on webpages and social media channels looking for content related
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to the topic being investigated (Tavakoli and Wijesinghe, 2019). It is an interpretive research
method that applies non-intrusive observation, which focuses on the context of online textual
communication and not on the physical forms of human communication (Kozinets, 2002). It allows
gathering data from online searching. It enriches existing theory with new insights from real-world
cases comparing different organizations in a search for similarities and differences to finally make a
theoretical generalization to the existing body of research concerned with strategies adopted to
crises reaction in its prodromal phase.

Table 1 shows the list of the Italian Michelin three-starred restaurants investigated. The second
column reports the name of the restaurant while the third column the name of the chef. The other
two columns provide the year in which the third star was awarded and the cities where the
restaurant operates, respectively. In the first column, an identification code has been created to
identify each case. The theoretical saturation was reached (Strauss and Corbin, 1998), having
examined multiple sources through the netnography analysis approach.

Tab. 1: List of Italian Michelin three-star restaurants

id Name of restaurant Name of chef Year of Location
award
Ccl1 Mudec by Enrico Bartolini Enrico Bartolini 2020 Milano
C2 Uliassi Mauro Uliassi 2019 Ancona
C3 St. Hubertus Norbert Niederkofler 2018 Bolzano
C4 Piazza Duomo Enrico Crippa 2013 Alba, Cuneo
C5 Reale Niko Romito 2013 Castel di Sangro, L’Aquila
C&6 Osteria Francescana Massimo Bottura 2012 Modena
C7 Da Vittorio Roberto and Enrico Cerea 2010 Brusaporto, Bergamo
C8 La Pergola Heinz Beck 2005 Rome
C29 Le Calandre Max Alajmo 2003 Rubano, Padua
C 10 Dal Pescatore Santini Family 1996 Canneto sull’Oglio, Mantua
C 11 Enoteca Pinchiorri Annie Féolde 1993 Florence

Source: our elaboration

Comparing Comparing the research aim with with the literature review, authors were able to
authors were able to define the search topics used to carry out the Netnography analysis. Three
main search topics were used and are:

e COVID-19 and starred chefs.
e Coronavirus and starred chefs.
e Pandemic and starred chefs.

Starting from these topics, each source has been examined looking for chefs’ thoughts and their
actions to react to the crisis generated by COVID-109.

Table 2 shows the data collected, summarized, and grouped by source, with a detailed
explanation. Relevant data was extrapolated primarily from the following sources: Guide Michelin,
Gambero Rosso, Identita Golose, TheWorlds50Best.com, StarChef.com. Additionally, data was
collected from lItalian daily newspapers. Besides, the authors continuously monitored leading
Restaurants’ Websites, Restaurants associations, specialized HC blogs, webinars as well as personal
websites of the three-starred chefs. Furthermore, posts on social media platforms were also checked
by subscribing to alerts, specifically from Facebook and YouTube, where chefs communicate by
posting their news, views, and pictures.

As for differentiating the data collection strategy and sources, three researchers were
independently involved in the retrieval of information regarding the case studies. After a first-round
of search, all retrieved information was collected, duplicates were removed, and each researcher
independently analysed the remaining documents. All information coming from these sources,
collected from March 1 to June 3, 2020, have been labelled with the acronym OS in the findings
while the relative sentences have been re-elaborated preserving the main idea.
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Tab. 2: Data source identified and analysed from March 1 to June 3, 2020

Groups of secondary data Sources of evidence Quantity

. Specialized magazine articles 28
Archival records :

Newspapers articles 19

Restaurant’s Websites 11

. the restaurant 11

Documentary information and videos Youtube videos about the chef 10

Facebook the restaurant 11

the chef 11

Footnote: each record counts for one unit of analysis. A preliminary check has been done to avoid duplication of
information (i.e., the same information published on YouTube has been reposted on social media)

Source: our elaboration

Semi-structured interviews. To ensure the accuracy (i.e., reliability and validity) of the data
retrieved, the authors collected supplementary data through key-informant interviews, recognized as
an essential data source in marketing and management research (Homburg et al., 2012). Six
industry experts have been selected based on their industry knowledge and familiarity with the
segment of HC - Michelin starred restaurants. The interviews were conducted during the period
from May 18 to June 9, 2020, to provide a holistic view (Eisenhard and Graebner, 2007). All semi-
structured interviews were conducted in Italian, using online meeting platforms such as Zoom and
Teams. The interviews lasted between 42 minutes to an hour and 32 minutes; they were digitally
recorded and transcribed. At the beginning of each interview, the authors introduced and explained
the ethics of the study and the research scope; however, they kept a neutral attitude and did not
make any presumptions or define the topic. An interview protocol was developed supported by nine
open-ended questions. Questions were designed to provide us with a clearer understanding of the
themes that emerged from the Netnography analysis. They were mainly focused on the following:
‘Could you tell us the main implications of the COVID-19 crisis on Italian starred restaurants?’;
‘What are the reactions of the starred chefs that you consider the most suitable to face the crisis?’

Then, a narrative interview method was adopted, which can contain topics from the immediate
context, which may produce unanticipated insights (Eriksson and Kovalainen, 2015). This
encouraged the interviewees to talk freely and uninterruptedly. When necessary, more detailed
questions were posed to enhance the understanding of their thoughts concerning the general
organization of starred restaurants and to the specific strategies developed by them during the crisis.
This elicited further conversation to develop a detailed description of the case. Table 3 introduces
the key-informants, their short bio, and the date and duration of the interview. As for the chefs, in
the first column, an identification code has been created to identify each key-informants.

Tab. 3: Key informants’ description

Interview’s duration

it _ .
id Key-Informant Short Bio Date h= hour; ¢ = minutes

Professor of Tourism at the University of Bergamo, her
researches mainly focus on enogastromic tourism. She is
member of the Board of Advisors and certified Ambassador
KI_1 Roberta Garibaldi for Italy of the World Food Travel Association, as well as a May 18 55
member of the World Gastronomy Institute and IGCAT -
International Institute of Gastronomy, Culture, Art and

Tourism.
KI_2 Chiara Patitucci gl;/lr(;a)lrJI;etlng Communication Manager at chef Niko Romito May 19 4n
Professor of Food Marketing at the University of
Fulvio Marcello Zendrini | Gastronomic Sciences of Pollenzo and the Niko Romito .
KI_3 May 20 51

Academy, he is senior Advisor in Marketing and
Communication for several preeminent Italian food brands.

The first letter (K) identifies the role of key-informant; the number identifies the specific case.
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Economic journalist and food&wine critic, he has been the
coordinator of the food guides of the ‘Gambero Rosso.” With
more than 39 years of experience, he wrote and co-wrote
KI_4 Antonio Paolini tens of national restaurant and wine guides and various May 21 1h 18
books on food&wine. He is in the management committee of
the ‘Guida Espresso’ and among the coordinators of Vini
Buoni.

Professional journalist, she is Managing Editor for the Italian
branch of FineDiningLovers.com, an international magazine
KI_5 Valeria Raimondi endorsed by S. Pellegrino and Acqua Panna. Daily updated, May 25 1h €32
the site is dedicated to food & beverage, the culture of taste,
and conviviality all around the world.

Food and wine journalist for the main sector magazines, he
teaches food and wine for various university courses. He is
the curator of the Wine Guide and vice-curator of the
Espresso Group Restaurant Guide.

KI_6 Andrea Grignaffini June 9 1h ‘24

Source: our elaboration
3.3 Data analysis

The analysis of data followed an inductive and iterative process (Strauss and Corbin, 1998).
Specifically, the paper investigated the Italian Michelin three-starred chefs and the several domains
in which it was possible to extract examples of response strategies against COVID-19. The authors
independently assessed the various data sources to form a comprehensive understanding of the
cases. Procedurally, at the beginning all the data have been organized in order to facilitate
comparison. This allowed the authors to comprehensively identify the various elements related to
response strategies against COVID-19. Next, the authors discussed their interpretation of the data
within the context of searching for any similitudes among the chefs’ response strategies, hence
developing a preliminary understanding of the strategies implemented to manage the crisis caused
by the COVID-19 pandemic. Finally, as described by Eisenhardt (1989), a further series of
iterations have been conducted to refine the emerging findings and better identify the theoretical
foundations of the arguments.

4. Findings

Using the lens of effectuation theory that suggests retrieving means from the individual and
company levels as well as from the business ecosystem, findings have been organized and thus
analysed distinguishing three levels in which to group the Italian Michelin three-starred chefs’
response strategies: organizational level, industry level, and business ecosystem. While at the
organization level there are means coming from the individual and the company, the business
ecosystem has been split in industry and ecosystem levels to underline the actions developed by the
chefs both to their industry and to the society as whole.

The following sub-sections explain the main themes for each level supported by the quotes
extracted from the empirical analysis. The three different levels here presented derived by the
comparison of the results of empirical analysis with the literature examined. Additionally, this
comparison is more useful to highlight the principal themes for each of the three different levels.

Additional illustrative verbatim are listed in table 4 helping to reinforce the understanding of the
themes mentioned above.

38



MICHELIN-STARRED CHEFS’ RESPONSES TO COVID-19 THROUGH THE LENS OF THE EFFECTUATION PARADIGM

Tab. 4: Selection of quotes from the empirical analysis

Level

Themes

Chef
©

Key-
informant
(K1)

Other
sources
(D)

Illustrative verbatim

Organization

Chef’s creative
personality

c7

“During this strange period, I exercise, listen to music and read a lot. I am also
working on new dishes. This is an opportunity to cultivate my creativity.”

c3

“This obliged stop imposes us a moment of reflection. | used this time to
meditate, read, study, experiment.”

Human
resources

(O8]

Chefs are very focused on guarantee maximum safety for their entire team.
The internal organization of the brigade will undergo transformations in order
to work in total safety.

Technology

cu

The basic idea of the videos - taken directly inside the chef’s home - was to
“share with the public how they are locked together in the house, doing what
the emergency has taken away from us.”

“Social Media have been a powerful communication channel able to maintain
relationships with his international community. This experiment is interesting
because it pushes chefs to a different type of language and instruments”.

Business
model

(ON]

During the lockdown, he closed his three starred restaurant, but left his
grocery store (‘Ingredienti’) open, offering a limited menu for curbside pick-
up.

KI_4

Several three-starred chefs have launched new services that were unthinkable
for HC before the Covid-19 crisis. For example, ‘Spazio’ by C_5, ‘Piola’ by
C_4, ‘Franceschetta58” by C_6 implemented the delivery and take-away,
which are almost always offered by their sub-brand secondary operations or
so-called satellite restaurants, launched over the years by most three-starred
chefs.

c5

“A continuous innovation process helps restaurants enhance barriers to
imitation. As always, also in this terrible time, 1 have never stopped investing
in research and development for the creation of new business formats. For
example, I am about to inaugurate temporary stores for the sale of gastronomic
products born in my laboratories.”

(O8]

Three-starred chefs have to be considered entrepreneurs, oriented to develop
necessary lateral thinking by identifying alternative solutions.

Industry

Coaching

“Three starred restaurants are not just culinary temples of art but also
outstanding organizations where the chef plays the pivotal role of influencer.”

c 10

“I just feel the duty to share the bitterness of this moment because so many
colleagues see in us starred chefs a point of reference, a model, sometimes a
source of inspiration.”

Leadership

cs

“Guidelines for compliance are urgently needed, and so is cash, to stay
financially viable. Not in the form of credits and taxes or debt to banks
because after three months of accumulated liabilities, it is difficult to imagine
getting into further debt.”

0os

The highest priority for restaurateurs was to receive an action protocol from
the Government with clear guidelines on the necessary adjustments to the
restarting of the operation. Without such a document, it does not make much
sense to invest in making modifications and long-term planning.

0os

C_6 has written an open letter to the government in the Italian newspaper
‘Corriere della Sera’ with his five ideas to save Italian restaurants.

Ecosystem

Client

KI_1

“As travel has been stopped and it will restart slowly, HC restaurants will be
called to a more local approach - adjusting the accessibility and style of the
experience for local gourmands and community.”

c5

“To celebrate the twenty years of our cuisine, I developed a special edition of
our menu with great classics at a reduced price. This was a special occasion to
talk about the research that | have always pursued through my creative work
and to thank the numerous clients that follow us and support also in this
difficult time.”

Local suppliers

c 10

“It will be necessary to emphasize the value of what we buy and the people we
do commerce with, their sacrifice to produce, transform and offer us raw
materials. Develop new roads, much more tiring but more true and purer, also
based on the geographical context in which we are.”

C4

“Italianness will be more and more important with tributes to the tradition and
seasonality of the products.”

People’s well-
being

0os

C_2 participated in the project called ‘#distrattimavicini’, (distracted but close
together) a live broadcast on Facebook on the page of Aisla, the Italian
Association of Amyotrophic Lateral Sclerosis. From his home kitchen in the
Marche region countryside, he provides a special cream soup made of
cabbage, potatoes, and leek, tasty for all, but specially designed for the needs
of people with difficulties in swallowing food and liquids.

0os

C_4 launched the distribution of hot meals and bread to the city canteens for
the homeless.

“With my brigade, we have cooked meals for healthcare personnel, patients,
and auxiliaries”.

K_6

“Michelin-starred chefs are deeply involved in several philanthropic activities
that target medical and frontline workers as well the community in general
with particular attention to helpless people.”

Source: our elaboration
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4.1 The organizational level

Findings confirmed the creative personality of the three-starred chefs so that the lockdown
represented, for most of them, “a period of thinking, reflecting, and creating” (C_5). They had the
opportunity to grant themselves time for creative work. At the same time, it emerges how “three-
starred chefs are more entrepreneurs than just artists” (KI_6). Findings reveal how also in time of
crisis, chefs put much effort on their human resources, technology, and more in general to their
business model. Human Resources are essential to three-starred chefs. This value is well expressed
by KI 5: “The chef is the star of the restaurant, but he/she would not get anywhere without a close-
knit staff, especially in top restaurants. A starred restaurant looks like an orchestra, meaning that the
success of the restaurant highly depends on all its components”.

Three-starred chefs manifested a generally clever approach towards innovation and new
technologies. In fact, about the agile use of new technologies, useful is the case of C_11: With its
‘Kitchen Quarantine’, the chef has had much resonance to become the recipient of the Webby
Special Achievement Award 2020. It is a series of videos in English posted on Instagram focused
on the preparation of dishes with his wife and sons.

The role of the business model is fundamental: “This crisis highlighted the power of the business
structure that most of the three-starred chefs have been able to create and it represents the first
driver that supports the chefs to overcome this particularly difficult situation” (KI_5). The relevance
of this topic is reinforced by KI 2: “the continuing search for value through the exploitation of
business opportunities allows these chefs to create a sophisticated mix of business formats as well
as a complex network of relationships that help them to better react to the COVID-19 crisis because
they have a business model highly flexible and agile to be adapted to complexity, uncertainty, and
changes”.

4.2 The industry level

The restaurant sector has suffered one of the most ferocious blows it has never lived.
Nevertheless, three-starred restaurants are “the ones that will recover faster and better. This means
that their action has to be voted to support the entire category acting as a coach in a team” (KI 1).
KI_1 explains her thought about this point: “Legitimization represents the first main challenge for
HC chefs. Legitimization has to be nourished over time. There are several examples that explain
also in this pandemic crisis how Michelin-starred chefs are involved in several initiatives to support
their sector”. The leadership role also emerges in confront to the Government. During the crisis, the
highest priority for restaurateurs was to receive an action protocol from the Government with clear
guidelines on the necessary adjustments to the restarting of the operation. Among the possible
interventions, they asked “for simplification of government regulations for the restaurant
management, much more now that they have to guaranty customer satisfaction and profitability of
the business” (KI_6).

4.3 The ecosystem level

This section begins by describing the role three-starred chefs feel they have in the ecosystem
they live in which relationships with stakeholders have a greater significance. The most evident is
related to their relationship with the client. This means a new audience and clientele, as KI_5 stated:
“New and different clients compared to the traditional ones. Even if international clients return, in
the beginning, HC restaurants will have more national clients”.

COVID-19 has accelerated the process of glocalization, and C_5 well highlights this: “this
season has brought to fore how important is to work with our local suppliers”. A further concept
that emerged from the different sources analysed is the people’s well-being. In this regard, C_5
explained: “for the reopening, we must all work with a common purpose and have as a priority the
well-being of the people, respect for nature, the interpretation of our work as a message of pleasure,
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and physical and moral health”. This concept is corroborated by others such as KI_5, who stated:
“the choices HC chefs make in their restaurants will decide the future of the food system and will,
therefore, be passed on to everyone”. It follows that three-starred chefs worked to embrace socially
responsible values or using the words of C_6, “we have started a humanistic culinary revolution that
involves the entire social life.”

5. Discussion

This paper investigated the reaction of the Italian three-starred chefs to the challenges generated
by the COVID-19 pandemic crisis in its prodromal phase. With regards to our sample, it arises how
in a turbulent and unpredictable operating environment, such professionals tend to react to the crisis
reorganizing the available resources and employing new ones to the point of reinventing their entire
business model. It appears to be in line with effectuation theory (Sarasvathy, 2001) when states that
entrepreneurs following the effectuation approach use their currently available resources (means)
and take action based on potential outcomes of the allocation of these means, allowing for a more
flexible approach.

Starting from this highpoint, our findings revealed how the Michelin starred chefs have
developed a complex system able to actively induce, support and manage the creative activities
leading to a continuous flow of valuable ideas that can be turned into innovations (Presenza et al.,
2018). Highlights have remarked how R&D initiatives are fundamental for three-starred chefs also
in time of crisis. For example, findings revealed how chefs have made great use of technologies, not
only to improve labour efficiency, but also to provide safety culinary experiences. Similarly,
opportunities also emerged in favour of ghost or virtual kitchen capability. Delivery and take-away
asked them for reinventing themselves as logistics operations, using software to organise their work
(i.e. track orders on different delivery platforms) or experimenting with containers and menu items
designed to travel. Thus, findings are in line with Vargas-Sanchez and Lopez-Guzman (2015, p. 32)
that state “starred chefs are professionals who are accustomed to taking risks deriving from
hybridisation, that is, from the combination of different elements of knowledge to create something
different”.

The creative playgrounds on which HC chefs can create culinary innovations require them to be
able to manage the development of their business model over time (Svejenova et al., 2010) and so
“to adapt and evolve if they want to be successful in the short- and long-term” (Ottenbacher and
Harrington, 2007, p. 3). It follows that HC chefs are continually challenged to implement their
business model to discover and introduce innovative culinary concepts and techniques. Findings
reinforced this idea and emphasized how chef’s entrepreneurial mind-set allows him/her to be able
to make complex real-time decisions in problematic scenarios. Chefs need to master the artistic and
creative skills and must have a strategic entrepreneurial vision. Besides, they need strong business
judgment and appropriate managerial capabilities to face unpredictable external events.

Specifically, the chefs’ resilience might positively contribute to successfully deal with the crisis
focusing on the “capacity to enhance flexibility, improvisation, and endurance” (Boin et al., 2010,
p. 11). The COVID-19 pandemic did not stop the artistic role of those chefs. The analysis
highlighted how creativity is a specific element intrinsic to the Italian three-starred chefs’ DNA. It
emerges how the chefs’ creativity can help to ensure that their businesses remain viable in the face
of adversity, stimulating several changes and discovering new opportunities (Martinelli et al.,
2018), and creating value in dealing with the consequences produced by the crisis (Kaufman et al.,
2020). Therefore, creativity represents a pivotal gear for chefs not just in stability’s periods but also
in turbulent ones. Finally, the research allowed displaying the increasing social involvement of
those chefs. Several three-starred chefs demonstrated to be actively involved in special social
projects, such as donations and offering of free gastronomic meals for both vulnerable populations
and health professionals. These philanthropic activities targeting the well-being of the community
explain their role as social actors as already expressed by Batat (2020) that underlines the role of
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Michelin-starred chefs as social entrepreneurs. It refers to explore and find new products/services,
new ways to meet social needs which are not satisfactorily met by the market or the public sector,
or tackling societal challenges, empowering people, and creating new social relationships and
models of collaboration. These are considered an important opportunity to connect with citizens and
stimulate a better quality of life (Altuna et al., 2015). It is gained through various resources and
capabilities such as reputation, expertise, credibility, history, networking (Batat, 2020) and been
supported by a sense of authority, accessibility, and the possession of specialized knowledge and
skills (Giousmpasoglou et al., 2020). In this vein, they appear as skilled coaches being source of
inspiration through the deep influence on the gastronomic system (Zopiatis and Melanthiou, 2019).
Along the same line, findings have identified a further role - that of Ambassadoring. Findings
indicate that ambassadoring activities are central for promoting the gastronomy industry as a whole.
In particular, they are vital in handling the interface between this sector and the government,
emphasizing the political power of Michelin-starred chefs (Batat, 2020).

To sum up, findings highlighted how the COVID-19 pandemic crisis pushed HC chefs to extend
their action beyond technical and economic dimensions to include a larger set of issues, such as
societal engagement and sector support. It results in line with Kotlar et al. (2018) that call for
implementing wide-ranging strategies able to chase a multi-dimensional notion of firm.

6. Conclusions

This paper explored the response strategies system against COVID-19 and analysed it for the
three-starred chefs using Italy as the specific context. It provides empirical evidence of the complex
mix of response strategies three-starred chefs have been able to put in place in time of crisis.
Organized in three levels of interventions (organization, industry, and ecosystem), strategies
highlight how these chefs possess dynamic capabilities that are specific to the luxury gastronomy
sector confirming the research of Batat (2020). In fact, they manifested several examples that
explicit their ability to integrate, build and reconfigure internal and external competences to address
rapidly changing environments. This leads to several theoretical contributions aligned with the
entrepreneurial effectuation theory. This theory calls for a shift away from managing for a relatively
predictable future towards developing flexible and speedy responses to unpredictable, non-linear
change (Farazmand, 2017). Three-starred chefs work selecting alternatives in the constantly search
for balancing internal resources and capabilities with the opportunities coming from the external
environment. All of that emphases how effectuation theory represents a further contribution to the
debate on crisis management. Other approaches such as disaster management state that
“entrepreneurs have to base their action on investments in systems, databases and network
structures need to be made to develop a culture of learning from prior knowledge and also from
current best practices” (Oktari et al., 2020, p. 2). By contrast, effectuation theorizes a framework of
decision making in uncertain situations (Jiang and Riling, 2019) that counteracts with the more
traditional causation approach where processes take a particular effect as given and focus on
selecting between resources to create that effect (Sarasvathy, 2001).

Results have two main implications for future theorizing and research. The first is in line with
the effectuation theory because Italian three-starred chefs demonstrated to follow an effectual logic
so that they rely on their available means (creativity, knowledge, resources, networks) to exploit
and take advantage of opportunities as they are recognized or created (Chandler et al., 2011).
Second, findings tell that three-starred chefs unheeded the affordable loss principle that together
with flexibility and experimentation represent the bases of the effectuation approach. In fact, during
the COVID-19 pandemic, they frequently placed the needs of the people and the community before
theirs. It is in line with Batat (2020) that proposed to extend the social bricolage entrepreneurial
thinking (Alkire et al., 2019) theories also to luxury restaurants that during this pandemic have done
the proof to “play a social role and improve the collective and individual well-being while
sustaining their businesses” (p. 5).
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From a practitioner perspective, the study has implications for the entire restaurant industry.
Effectuation maintains that in highly uncertain and dynamic environments, target customers can
only be defined ex post through whoever buys a product or service. Goals are shaped and
constructed over time and are sometimes formed by chance. Instead of focusing on goals, the
entrepreneur exerts control over the available set of means - the things over which the entrepreneur
has control (Sarasvathy, 2001). At the individual level, this includes personal knowledge, skills, and
social networks. At the firm level, means include physical, human, and organizational resources
(Barney, 1991).

Despite its contribution to the existing literature, this study is not free of limitations. First, the
identified responses should be investigated in further quantitative approaches to check their
robustness. Second, being exploratory, the study focused just in one country and thus it is
recommended that future studies expand the research by targeting restaurants from different
cultures. It can help to develop a broader portrait of the phenomenon also related to the level of
crisis generated by Covid-19 in the specific context. As this research has been based on
netnography analysis, secondary data and interviews with key-informants of the sector, authors
mainly adopted a “sector perspective” as they need to contextualise the phenomenon and identify its
main futures. Acknowledging these limitations, further investigations can use this ‘structuring’
work and focus on the micro-scale level of chefs by conducting interviews to explore the
motivations to adopt the specific strategies and to focus on the learned lessons from this crisis. It
would be interesting to analyse the impact of these strategies in the medium and long-term and how
these implemented strategies are perceived by their competitors (two starred restaurants and
worldwide three starred restaurants) to verify some isomorphic behaviours (DiMaggio and Powell,
1983).

Further works may also investigate other luxury industries to understand if there are similarities
among them or there exist peculiarities that make them different. All of these highlights also
suggest to direct future studies to develop deeper explanations and rigorous observations on how
luxury’s entrepreneurs develop their crisis relief efforts and how these can be analysed through the
lens of the effectuation paradigm.

Finally, further research will have to focus on the other face of the restaurant industry that
represents the vast majority of the sector in many countries of the world and, certainly, in the Italian
context. In fact, this context is mainly characterized by small and micro (and most often family-run)
firms with a kaleidoscope of typologies of offers. In this case, it is opportune to underline their
scarce resources comparing to starred ones as well as turnover such as to secure the very existence
of the company in time of crisis. It follows that the investigation of these small and micro firms
requires ad-hoc qualitative and quantitative analyses.
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Abstract

Objectives. COVID-19 pandemic, more than previous external shocks, hit all the business without geographic borders. Italy has
been the first in Europe experimenting the diffusion of the virus that exposed the economic vulnerability of its companies, especially
SMEs, that operates in non-essential business that faced challenges of quickly shutdown. Our paper aims at identifying and
describing different profile of resilient companies, to understand different approach to pandemic crisis.

Methodology. To understand the difference in resilience profiles, we have observed the behavior of a sample of Italians SMEs
working in non-essential business activities soon after the start of pandemic crisis.

Findings. Empirical cases presented in the study helped us to identify 4 different resilience profiles characterized not only by the
rapidity in reaction but also by the strategic engagement of crisis’ response.

Research limits. General inductive approach is not as strong as some other analytic strategies. Our results are related to the
understanding of an extraordinary situation, hardly to replicate.

Practical implications. Empirical findings provide suggestion to position business in order to positively react to struggling times
and to be more resilient in the future and it could offer interesting insights to understand under which conditions SMEs can survive
through crisis and to define the suitable policy intervention to recover regional economy.

Originality of the study. Our study analyses SMEs companies’ resilience during the crisis differently from previous ones that
analyses just ex ante or ex post reactions and generally are focused on larger enterprises.
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1. Introduction

The COVID-19 disease was first identified in December 2019 in Wuhan, the capital of China's
Hubei province, and has since spread globally, resulting in the ongoing pandemic, as WHO
announces the 12th of march 2020.

The incredible number of death generated by the disease and the measures adopted by the
governments, necessary to contain the virus have triggered an economic downturn, creating the
basis of unprecedented crisis. At this point, there is great uncertainty about its severity and length.

As policymakers around the world struggle to combat the rapidly escalating COVID-19
pandemic, they find themselves in uncharted territory. Unfortunately, throughout much of countries,
it has been already too late to contain COVID-19 in its infancy, and policymakers are struggling to
keep up with the spreading pandemic (Pisano, 2020).

The approaches adopted by governments to reduce contagions by Coronavirus across the world
are very different. Some governments are limited their activities in issuing recommendations on
social distancing for part or all of the country, while others, following the Chinese experience, have
acted to restrict all non-essential internal movements, closing all the non-essential business
activities (lockdown).

Italy has been the first country in Europe experimenting the massive diffusion of the virus and
the Italian government has called to take a series of decisions that have no precedents. In a matter of
weeks (from February 21 to March 22). Italy went from the discovery of the first official COVID-
19 case to a rapid growth of the contagion curve. This situation pushed the government to issue a
series of decrees that gradually increased restrictions from specific territorial areas (“red zones”) to
the prohibition of all movements of people within the whole territory, and the closure of all non-
essential business activities.

Within this very short time period, the country has been hit by nothing short of a tsunami of
unprecedented force, punctuated by an incessant stream of deaths. It is unquestionably Italy’s
biggest crisis since World War 1.

The COVID-19 has exposed the economic vulnerability of Italian companies, especially SMEs,
that operates in non-essential business areas that faced challenges of quickly shutdown.

Literature documents that SMEs, especially the ones working in traditional industry, find very
difficult to insure against crisis due to the shortage of financial and infrastructural resources but also
to the lack of managerial expertise and to the risk avoidance culture of their CEO (Ingirige et al.
2008). Despite these general problems, some Italian SMEs has shown an extraordinary ability to
respond to the shock generated by COVID 19.

Unexpected events and abrupt changes often surprise organizations, however, case and anecdotal
evidence exemplifies that some organizations are more successful in responding to unexpected,
abrupt and/or ‘extreme’ events than others under similar circumstances (Fiksel et al. 2015; Gittell et
al. 2006). Literature defines the ability to respond to the unexpected events transforming the risks in
opportunities as resilience.

Crises, such as those suffered through COVID-19, have led entrepreneurs to confront challenges
and threats and resilience provides a useful framework for studying how a system recovers from the
impact suffered (Kitsos and Bishop, 2018; Castro and Zermefio,2020).

The term ‘resilience’ has been used at the organizational level to describe the inherent
characteristics of those organizations that are able to respond more quickly, recover faster or
develop more unusual ways of doing business under duress than others (e.g. Sutcliffe and Vogus
2003; Vogus and Sutcliffe 2007) or the capacity to cope with unanticipated dangers after they have
become manifest (Wildavsky 1988, p. 77).

In this vein, studies seem link resilience only to the rapidity of reaction, anyway the other
element that is needed to be considered is the intensity of reaction. Companies that react firstly at
the negative events are not necessarily the ones making those profound changes useful to survive in
the long term. In other word resilience is not only a matter of time but it is also linked to the
intensity of strategic change. This is particularly true for small and medium enterprise (SMES).
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Researchers have found that SMEs suffer the most in times of crisis and are the least prepared of
all organizations (Ingirige et al. 2008). In particular, authors affirm that compared to large
companies, SMEs react more rapidly to the negative events (Sullivan-Taylor and Branicki, 2011)
but lack of necessary skills and capability in pursuing changes that have effect in the long term
(Ates and Bititci, 2011). However, several companies even the smallest ones, showed an intense
reaction to crisis, quickly reorganizing their production facilities and distribution, defining new
strategic intentions with a long time horizon.

Coherently, adopting an inductive methodology that starts from the observation of the behavior
of the Italian SMEs during the COVID crisis, our paper aims to contribute to the literature on
entrepreneurial resilience attempting to answer the following research question:

RQ: Have SMEs shown entrepreneurial resilience to COVID-19 pandemic? There were
differences in terms of speed and intensity of reaction to crisis among SMEs?

To provide evidence for our research questions, we selected ten companies from the list of
organizations that have obtained the allowance to officially produce PPE (Personal Protective
Equipment) for citizens of Campania region. This convenience sample is based on the need to
understand entreprencurship resilience and compare companies’ strategic behavior during
challenging time.

The paper offers several theoretical and practical implications.

The length of the manifestation of the COVID affection, the gradually changing of the
government’s strategy and the fact that similar situation has manifested before in other countries
like China indeed create a unique condition, giving entrepreneurs the opportunity to understand
what has been happened.

This extraordinary situation that has no documented equivalent in the entrepreneurship literature
(Kuckertz et al., 2020) gives the opportunities to analyse the reaction of the companies during the
crisis, differently from other catastrophic events that often act in few moments not leaving the
companies the possibility to understand and consequently plan their strategic response.

Consequently, our study offers an interesting point of view observing companies’ behavior
during the crisis differently from previous ones that analyse ex-ante or ex-post reactions.
Accordingly, we are able to give a longitudinal analysis of firms’ resilience that is particular
interesting because inherent resilience evolves through creative transformation and the
entrepreneurial identification and exploitation of opportunities (Cutter et al., 2008).

Moreover, the crisis management literature has not dealt in depth with small business response to
disasters and also studies on resilience are usually focused on large and/or high-reliability
organizations (e.g., Bode et al., 2011).

In addition, this stream of research often is focused on resilience behavior in specific situations,
like terrorist attacks (e.g. Branzei and Abdelnour, 2010), war (e.g. Bullough et al. 2014) or natural
disasters (e.g. Cutter et al., 2008), and especially in specific geographic domain, such as developing
countries or US.

Our paper instead is focused on SMEs that represent a particular set to analyses because both
structural feature of the company and entrepreneur personal orientation are able to influence
company’s response to crisis.

Last but not least our paper gives a unique interpretation of entrepreneurial resilience because
evaluate not only the rapidity to answer to the adverse events but also the intensity of the reaction.

Indeed, resilience is not only a matter of quickness, but it is embodied in the notion of bricolage,
the ability to create order out of disorder and fashion a solution on the spot, from the resources
available (Doern et al., 2019).

A strong reaction intensity means that, even SMEs can be able to combine their limited resources
and design a long term answer to crisis, demonstrating the capabilities to plan strategic changes
during challenging times.

However, the paper suffers the limitation of the poor generalizability, due to the unexpected and
unpredictable events, usually explored in crisis management studies.
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The remainder of the papers will be articulated as follows: in the first paragraph we describe the
concept of the organizational resilience as described in the literature and the limitations of the
existing studies, in the second paragraph we describe the methodology and the dataset; in the third
paragraph we present the results of the case study analysis, in the last paragraph we define a model
that describe the different profiles of resilience; then in the last paragraph we summarize the paper
implications and limitations.

2. Theoretical Background

The concept of resilience has been mostly regarded in disaster management studies as an
important factor ensuring continuity, sustainability, and future success in the case of disruptive
events (Kantur and Say, 2015; Martinelli et al., 2018). The term resilience is used in a wide variety
of fields that include ecology (Walker et al. 2002), individual and organisational psychology
(Barnett and Pratt 2000, Powley 2009), supply chain management (Sheffi and Rice, 2005), strategic
management (Hamel and Valikangas 2003) and safety engineering (Hollnagel et al. 2006).
Although the context of the term may change, across all of these fields the concept of resilience is
closely related with the capability and ability of an element to return to a stable state after a
disruption. When the notion of resilience is applied to organisations, this definition does not
drastically change. Resilience is therefore related to both the individual and organisational
responses to turbulence and discontinuities (Bahmra et al., 2011).

In a comprehensive literature review on the topic, Linnenluecke (2017) recognized that resilience
has been studied in different fields that developed their own definitions, theories and understandings
of the issue (Linnenluecke, 2017).

Many studies indeed have started to analyse the role of entrepreneurship and enterprise resilience
in developing regions affected by war and terrorism (Bullough et al. 2014; Branzei and Abdelnour
2010).

The term resilience is evoked increasingly in studies of entrepreneurial individuals and
organizations (e.g. Ayala and Manzano, 2014; Reinmoeller and Van Baardwijk, 2005).

Hence, ‘resilience’ has been used at the organizational level to describe the inherent
characteristics of those organizations that are able to respond more quickly, recover faster or
develop more unusual ways of doing business under duress than others (e.g. Sutcliffe and Vogus
2003; Vogus and Sutcliffe 2007) or the capacity to cope with unanticipated dangers after they have
become manifest (Wildavsky 1988, p. 77). Annarelli and Nonnino (2016) identify four wide
research fields in literature on organizational resilience: (1) resilient design of organizations and en
the management of internal resources for resilience, (2) resilient design and management of external
resources, actions and processes for resilience (e.g. relationships and links in supply chains, supply
networks or industries), (3) static resilience (i.e. strategic initiatives for resilience linked to
operational management of internal and external resources) and (4) dynamic resilience (i.e. dynamic
capabilities of managing disruptions and unexpected events). In entrepreneurship domain, Korber
and McNaughton (2016) identified six different streams of research that analyses the intersection of
resilience and entrepreneurship.

The first four focus on preparedness in the face of potential disruptions: resilience as an ex ante,
inherent characteristic of entrepreneurial individuals and firms that arises from different adjacent
factors; psychological resilience that reinforces entrepreneurial intentions: entrepreneurial behavior
that fosters organizational resilience, and entrepreneurial firms (and individuals) as enhancing
regional economic or community resilience.

The other two set of studies are rather focused on post-disruption view of resilience and explore
what happens after a disturbance has occurred, namely the resilience that enables individual
entrepreneurs to bounce back from failure or to survive tough times (e.g. Hayward et al., 2010), and
resilience as a dynamic process of adjustments of individuals, firms, and macro-level entities to new
contextual circumstances (e.g. Dewald and Bowen, 2010).
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In a similar work Doern et al. (2019) analyzes the link between entrepreneurship and crisis
through a literature review. These authors mention that entrepreneurs’ responses to crises depend on
several factors such as experience, the stage of development and the stage of the crisis.

Accordingly, the resilience is static, when founded on preparedness and preventive measures to
minimize threats’ probability and to reduce any impact that may occur, and dynamic, when founded
on the ability of managing disruptions and unexpected events to shorten unfavorable aftermaths and
maximize the organization’s speed of recovery to the original or to a new more desirable state
(Annarelli and Nonino, 2016; Conz et al., 2017; Korber and McNaughton (2016)). Therefore, this
dynamic view of resilience - that analyses how companies are able to face in a timely and
appropriate manner to an unpredictable negative event- some authors have linked resilience
essentials with the concept of time. They also see a lack of studies focusing on how entrepreneurs
and small businesses learn from these events, how they handle crises and how they incorporate
change management.

The literature on resilience suggests that there is a need for constant, proactive and ever quicker
approaches to change (Bolton, 2004), before the case for change turns out to be urgently inevitable
(Hamel and Valikangas, 2003). Actually, resilience represents the level of preparedness of
organization to change by rapidly redeploying and reconfiguring its technical and organisational
resource base, thus enabling a quick response to unpredictable changes within its operating
environment (Sine and David. 2003). Consequently, it is agreed that resilience is a distinctive
organisational capability (Stoltz, 2004, Barton and Christianson, 2006), that is underpinned by an
organisation's ability to change timely, rapidly and easily (Vickers and Kouzmin, 2001).

In this vein, studies seem to link resilience only to the rapidity of reaction, anyway the other
element that is needed to be considered is the intensity of reaction.

Companies that react firstly at the negative events are not necessarily the ones making those
profound changes useful to survive in the long term. In other word resilience is not only a matter of
time but it is also linked to the intensity of strategic change. This is particularly true for small and
medium entreprise (SMEs). Researchers have found that SMEs suffer the most in times of crisis and
are the least prepared of all organisations (Ingirige et al. 2008). In particular, authors affirm that
comparing to large companies SMEs lack the necessary skills and capability in pursuing long-term
strategic (Ates and Bititci, 2011) but relative strength was found in the area of rapidity (Sullivan-
Taylor and Branicki, 2011).

Our paper starts form these considerations to explore better the resilience in the SMEs
considering their reactions to the COVID19 pandemic. Moreover, to better explore this
phenomenon we decide to describe different profiles of SMEs considering not only their rapidity in
answering to the crisis but also the intensity of that strategic change they have realized.

3. Methodology

This study applied a multiple case study method to further analyze entrepreneurial resilience
(Eisenhardt, 1989) during challenging time in Italy.

The primary purpose of the inductive approach is to allow research findings to emerge from the
frequent, dominant or significant themes inherent in raw data, without the restraints imposed by
structured methodologies.

The general inductive approach provides an easily used and systematic set of procedures for
analyzing qualitative data that can produce reliable and valid findings.

A case study is one of the most appropriate means of conveying the reality of a strategic situation
and is ideal for investigating studies dealing with company management and organization, where
there is a need to explain complex causal relations (Yin, 2014) or analyses longitudinal processes of
change (Eisenhardt, 1989).

Moreover, a multiple case study method was useful in determining which selected case studies
provided the required experience for entrepreneurs by using a horizontal comparison (Yin, 2013).
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3.1 Case selection, data collection and processing

During the lockdown we have observed different strategic behavior among SMEs that operate in
non-essential economic activities. Some of them have totally revolutionized their business changing
their products and business model, others instead have only disguise their business in order to avoid
the limitations imposed by the lockdown, some entrepreneurs have instead left their company at the
mercy of the events accepting in a passive manner the restrictions imposed by the law.

Fig. 1: The spread of COVID-19 virus in Italy and government measures to contain it
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Source: our elaboration

To understand and classify the different level of resilience that characterized SMEs behavior
toward pandemic crisis, we have observed a convenience sample of Italians SMEs working in non-
essential business activities from the beginning of COVID-19 lockdown.

Italian government issued a series of decrees that gradually increased restrictions from specific
territorial areas (“red zones”) to the prohibition of all movements of people within the whole
territory, and the closure of all non-essential business activities (Figure 1).

The Italian government has defined as non-essential business activities all the productive
activities throughout the territory that is not strictly necessary, crucial, indispensable, to guarantee
us essential goods and services. Naturally, companies that operate in essential businesses keep
working during the lockdown, without changing their strategy. These “soldier” companies are those
belongs to food, pharmaceutical or health care industry.

Instead, companies that operates in “non- essential” productive activities showed different
reactions to the crisis.

Our analysis is focused on companies located in Campania region. Choosing a defined territory
IS necessary, because in the first stage of the pandemic different regions have adopted different
policies due to a different number of contagions. Among the Italian regions the Campania is the one
that has adopted the most restrictive policies.

In particular, we define our convenience sample starting from the list of companies that have
obtained from the regional government the allowance to change their business activity to officially
produce PPE (Personal Protective Equipment) for citizens. The official list had 4 different releases,
and in each release the number of companies inserted increased.

In this study, we selected ten companies among the ones present on such list with the aim to
understand and try to classify the different level of resilience showed during pandemic crisis. The
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selection is driven by data availability and by study’s purpose, namely the need to understand
resilience in different industry and compare companies’ strategic behavior besides their core
business.

Data has been gathered from different data sources: companies’ information from annual reports,
corporate websites and AIDA, the Bureau van Dijk database that offers comprehensive and detailed
business data and financials across Italy and entrepreneurs’ information from magazines, social
media (such as LinkedIn) and AIDA.

4. Resilient behavior of SMEs in Campania region

This section introduces companies as well as the key findings from the mapping, analysis and
results of case studies. Basic information about core business, financial and crisis reaction of
selected case studies are shown in table 1 and hereinafter presented in detail. All the companies
present less than 20 employees and a turnover under 5.000 thousand of Euros.

The majority of companies in the convenience sample has been involved in face mask production,
others on hand sanitizer or Ethyl alcohol manufacturing; only one had produced Non-woven seat
cover.

Several SMEs have manufacturing of fabric, clothes and apparel, or wholesale of finished fashion
products the main core business; two companies distill, rectify and blend of spirits and one is
involved in coffee processing.

Except Company G, a new business venture born in the spring of 2020 to face the pandemic
challenge, all the SMEs in the sample are family firms, in some cases - like for Company D - with a
long family tradition.

In these family SMEs, often the entrepreneur acts also as a CEO of the company, demonstrating that
the strategic and operating path of the company follow its entrepreneur’s willing.

Tab. 1: Basic information of companies included in the sample

. Net
Core business . Turnover . . .
Company | (before COVID- |  PPE Reaction | oo nded | (2019)in | EMPloyees | Income in | pop 551g) | CEO& | Family First.
. to Crisis . (2019) th. of € Owner Firm Generation
19 pandemic) th. of €
(2019)
A Liqueursand =~ | Hand 18th of 1858 | 1926666 12| 20482 16,15% Yes Yes No
spirits production | Sanitizer march
B Textile Face Mask 2rr11:1tr<?r: 1948 945,225 4 27,967 71,2% No Yes No
Ethyl
Liqueurs and alcohol for end of
C qu . surface and 2008 4.885,98 15 105,39 4,64% Yes Yes Yes
spirits production Hand March
Sanitizer
. end of 1038,142 5,257 o
D Textile Face Mask March 1885 (2018) 11 (2018) (2018) 1,47% (2018) Yes Yes No
E Textile Face Mask :,I“:ré’; 1955 211,384 6 0,677 14,54% Yes Yes Yes
F Coffee capsule | PVC Face 2nd of 1956 5.030 19 384 41,12% Yes Yes No
processing mask April
G DPI production | Face Mask April 2020 n/a nla nla nla No No nla
: Non-woven 20th of 226,156 o
H Textile face mask april 1938 (2008) 7 3(2008) | 19,24%(2018) Yes Yes No
| Textile Face Mask 5th of May 1950 841,237 2 25,132 14,82% No Yes No
J Manufacturing | Nom-woven 16th of 1991 622,641 14 8,241 3,47% Yes No n/a
seat cover May

Source: our elaboration

Company A

The first company in the sample is a family firm founded in 1858 and currently in its fifth
generation. The founder was very close to the Royal House of the Bourbons for which he produced
an herbal elixir at the end of the meal. The company soon became the fulcrum of the economy of a
small town close to Caserta, which until then had been based on agriculture. Nowadays, thanks to
the guidance of the last descendant of the family, the company has managed to establish itself on
the international market for the excellence of its products. The company had constantly innovated
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and fine-tuned product life cycle, trying to respect the tradition that has always linked the company
to its land.

During the pandemic, the company had strongly suffered the lockdown but decided to produce
hand sanitizer as soon as the Campania region called for help. Thus, as soon as the official
authorization has been received, the 18th of march, the company had reconverted its plant.

The new product has been launched to the market the 23th of april through the social media
channel and the 27th of april appeared to market with a new brand.

The reconversion of production plant, allowed the company to re-open their gate: the hand
sanitizer gel has been distributed through different channels (drugstores, pharmacies and e-
commerce website) and in different sizes.

Despite the idea to reconvert liqueur production into hand sanitizer gel started during the very
first days of pandemic situation, the new product has been launched as soon as the company
successfully plan, design and organize new production.

Company B

Company B operates in textile industry and used to trade clothing and accessories closed Naples.

This family firm counts 4 employees and is at third generation. After the war, the CEO of that
times decided to convert pre-industrial scale with small production chains developing the potential
of the artisans who grew up in the "shops". Nowadays, after the activation of an industrial
packaging plant, the brand produce and distribute in Italy, in various European countries, in the
USA and in Japan. As soon as the COVID-19 pandemic spread, the company started to produce
face mask in their production plant even before receiving official authorization. Face mask are put
on the market immediately after, on their physical distribution channel and using online website.
The company used immediately their production facilities by converting clothes production into
face mask manufacturing, putting their product on the market just after the 21* of march. The time
of reaction has been really fast, allowing company to carry on with its activities.

Company C

Company C has been founded officially in 2008 in Caserta and represents a benchmark for the
production of traditional liqueurs and Spirits in Italy.

It has a modern production plant, among the best equipped and functional currently present in
the industry allowing a production which ranges from traditional Italian liqueurs and spirits to the
full range of international ones.

The company has been always oriented to new trend and innovation, continually including new
products. During COVID-19 pandemic, the company has never lockdown its activity but the
approach to pandemic crisis has been really slow and required a step-by-step involvement.

The first aim of the company has been to protect all the employees from the virus, either to
defend their health and to reduce the risk of working pandemic transmission. The company
provided an immediate plant sanification, equipped all the employees with PPE and provided them
with health insurance against COVID-19 disease since the 18th of march.

The company has then reacted to government call to produce hand sanitizer gel by partially
reconfiguring its plant around the end of march.

The first product launched on the market has been the lemon flavor alcoholic solution (70%)
vaporizer that could be used to sanitize surface and physical things. Since the first COVID-related
product, the company has started to constantly introduce new product on portfolio since the middle
of May: alcohol at 70-90% for cleaning and disinfecting surfaces and hand sanitizer gel in different
size for different distribution. Nowadays, the company does not offer anymore its disinfecting
product on the website. It means that the involvement into pandemic crisis had due primarily to help
the region to hinder the shortage of such products or contemporarily to keep open their production
facilities.
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Company D

The company was founded in 1885 as a commercial enterprise operating within the traditional
silk sector in the San Leucio area, created by the Bourbons already in 1770.

Reached the fifth generation, the company combines the experience and the expertise of workers
with technologically advanced and innovative facilities that produce jacquards, brocades, damasks,
liseres, and taffetas that furnish the distinguished residences in the world. Actually, one of the
owners of the company is also its CEO and he is born on 1984, the fifth heir of the firm.

Since the beginning of pandemic crisis the company has been really active, supplying fabric to
local workers and sub-contractor to produce face masks, donated to local church to be given for free
at the beginning, and since the month of May distributed to local drugstores. Thus, reaction to crisis
has been sufficiently fast, considering that since the end of march the company started to move to
keep going its activities and avoid lockdown. The speed of reaction is probably due to the fact that
the company’s core business is to manufacture fabrics and textiles for luxury markets, an industry
seriously hit by COVID-19 stop. Thus, the company, risking to lock its production during the
pandemic, found out a way to carry on its productions.

Company E

Company E started its activity in 1955 on a small town close to Avellino and used to
manufacture wool clothing and apparel.

The entire staff, that focuses heavily on innovation through a continuous search for new fabrics
and technologies, produces and sells 100% made in Italy knitted items of the highest quality sold in
Italian boutiques and also abroad such as in Riga and Tokyo.

Thanks to the production know-how, handed down from generation to generation, also being
contractor of other companies, the organization decided to launch new brand in 2009.

Among the end of march and the beginning of April the company decided to use its production
facilities to realize face masks. In particular, they decide. The company, that propose a face mask
with antibacterial and waterproof features, offered its products directly to the market and also acted
as a supplier of public authorities and police.

Company F

Company F has been founded in 1956 and operates into the business of Coffee processing and
other solvable drinks. The company had recently enlarged its plant built in 1975 in order to be
updated and to fulfill the growing demand of its products. The brand is well known for the quality
and traditional flavor of its coffee, but in the same time for the capability to constantly innovate
their products, introducing new coffee flavor, new coffee format, such as capsules or pod. The
company has decided to change its activity since the very beginning of COVID pandemic crisis.
The CEO of the company highlighted the importance to use its facilities to help communities,
creating a valuable network that would have helped not only company’s workers but the inhabitant
of the whole region. He also decided to donate a great amount of respirator mask to the Campania
region.

Indeed, the company started to produce PVC Face masks with two filters, thus not the common
surgical ones.

The filtering system has been designed exploiting the know-how developed to produce coffee
capsule filter. The outcome of this idea has been really effective: the thermoplastic polymer makes
the face mask really comfortable and in the same time, the double filter ensures a great protection
both for the wearer and the other people. The mask is also washable and reusable, changing filters
after 6/8 hours of usage. The mask Defender has been presented the second of April and officially
launched through company’s social media the 16th of April. The company decided for an indirect
distribution, using retail stores in 80 pcs packages (filter included).
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Company G

Company G is a new venture that starts its activity on 2020, soon after the spread of COVID-19
pandemic. The core business of the company is the production of face masks.

The company represent a joint venture between a textile company based in the neighbor of
Naples and an Italian debt recovery company. The former company operated since and the 1988 in
the clothing value chain and that reconverted all the production plant to PPE production, namely
face mask.

The start-up covers all the value chain of mask production and delivery using the operational
facilities of the former company. Considering that this case represents a business transformation,
the time required to restructure the organization structure also at legal level has been longer. This
company reconversion seems also to be a definitive choice, since the company changed its business
model and core business definitively.

Company H

The history of the company H began in 1938 thanks to the initiative of its founder who decided
to specialize its business in the creation of tailored shirts. Thanks to his initiative, the company
become larger and starts to coordinate the work of numerous carefully selected and trained workers.

As soon as the pandemic spread in Italy and the face mask started the shortage of face masks in
the region, the company declared to be ready to bring its help.

However, the shirt factory has started to sell its own Non-woven face mask the 20th of April,
since it was waiting for the official regulatory protocol, in order to start the production consistent
with it.

Actually the company have collaborated with an Italian firm specialized in Non-woven fabric
through a spin-off. In his peculiar case, the company H has not completely left its core business, but
had gave its know-how in textile industry to create the spin-off that is specifically addressed to face
mask production.

Company |

Company | operates since 1950 in the textile value chain, proud of their made in Italy tradition in
design and production. Located in the neighborhood of Benevento, the company has a significant
operational structure from cutting to ironing.

As soon as the pandemic crisis was starting, the company decided reconvert their production
facilities to produce certified face mask. However, total plant reconversion has been completed on
5th of May and shared through company’s social media.

The company provide several line of face mask and give to customer the opportunity to
customize the product. Final distribution, that is particularly addressed for B2B customers has been
organized through e-commerce.

Company J

Company J is a company based in a small town close to Salerno that manufactures parts and
accessories for motor vehicles and relevant engines, among the other to the Italian automotive
company FCA. It also produces cargo nets for the aeronautical sector, also from scratch or provide a
reparation service them from breakage and abrasion.

The company control all the phases of the value chain, from the early design phase, the creation
of prototype, a customer solution on real models, up to the turnkey realisation of the product, by
defining the best technical and budgetary solutions.

Starting from the 16th of May, the company gave its contribution to COVID pandemic, by
producing a new version of seat cover made by non-woven fabric. Company’s response to
pandemic crisis has been quite slow. The rational at the basis of this slow reaction is due to the final
destination of this specific product, not suddenly needed during the lockdown period but related
with the starting of economic and transportation activity.
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5. Discussion

The narrative case studies explored in Campania region helped us to understand that SMEs
differently reacted to the crisis showing different level of resilience.

These different reactions to crisis could derives from several factors. Some studies demonstrated
that differences on entrepreneurs’ identity influenced how they enacted and construed the adversity
to which their firms needed to respond (Powell and Baker, 2014; Sheperd et al, 2019).

Linnenlueck. and McKnight (2017), instead, by identifying different entrepreneurship
approaches to disaster focused the attention on macro-level features that affected the so-called
“community-resilience”, namely the properties of robustness (withstanding stress without
degradation), redundancy (accessing to excess capacity), rapidity (responding in a timely fashion)
and resourcefulness (identifying problems and mobilizing resources) (Norris et al., 2008).

With regard to rapidity, it is evident that not all the companies reacted in the same time, showing
a different level of resilience to pandemic crisis.

The official list of companies authorized to produce PPE provided by Campania region had 4
different releases and in each release the number of companies inserted increased: thus, it is evident
that these companies showed different speed of reaction to the crisis.

Fig. 2: Companies’ reaction during COVID-19 crisis according speed of reaction
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As is it shown in figure 2, companies A and B were the firsts that immediately reacted to the
crisis, showing a huge level of resilience as soon as the first lockdown decree has been issued.

Other companies consequently reacted during the next days, trying to adapt themselves to the
incumbent regulation. Companies | and J have been the last ones that officially respond to the crisis,
where the Phase 2 of pandemic management have started.

Looking in depth the case explored in the analysis, it also appears that, although different in
time, selected companies showed a different strategic approach to the crisis.

Some companies react promptly to lockdown but their reaction it is only a way to maintain their
business open without a real reconversion of their business models, other companies instead have
transformed the restrictions imposed by the pandemic in an opportunity to rethink their activities
and invest in a new business in some cases permanently (figure 3). In other words, some companies
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tried to maintain the status-quo by trying to manage the “business as usual” in unusual situation,
while others found a different approach towards doing business (Doern et al., 2019).

Indeed, some of the companies that react firstly at the negative events spend a lot of efforts in
order to keep open their activity, implying a profound changes useful to survive.

For instance, company C started to use its production facilities to provide alcohol and hand
sanitizer. This reconversion required not only a plant re-organization but also the change of the
current business model. Having launched a specific brand to sell denatured alcohol, sanitizer for
food and hand sanitizer, the company showed a strategic interest into crisis reconversion, using the
COVID- 19 pandemic as a boost to enlarge its product portfolio. Therefore, intensity of company
reaction has been really high, considering that the choices made in time of crisis seems to a have
effect also in the long term.

Some others, (Company B, D & E) suddenly reacted to the crises deciding to produce PPE
products but with a weak intensity of reaction, in other words not changing their business model.
Among the of companies present into the list of Campania region official providers of PPE, the
majority of them fall in this category, mainly operating into textile industry.

They have been able to suddenly react to the emergence since their intervention on the crises did
not required different assets, technologies or know-how from the one already owned.

All these companies showed a great charitable aim in their actions, but the involvement into the
production of PPE is due to the need to maintain their plants opened.

Also taking a look on the companies that reacted slower to the pandemic crisis it is possible to
identify a different level of strategic intensity.

In particular, Company H and | both involved in clothing production, waited to launch their own
models of face mask, even if it doesn’t require great change in line production.

In the same way, Company J that produces customized industrial upholstery, started to produce
non-woven seat cover only in May. In this case, the choice to postpone production change could be
due to the specific destination of its products, intended for public transportation that during the
lockdown has been reduced. However, the production of non-woven seat cover doesn’t entail a
strategic change to company’s core business and actually the product is not present on company’s
portfolio anymore.

The intensity of the resilience shown by these companies is weaker than the companies that,
despite did not radically change production and business model, quickly reacted to the crisis.

Fig. 3: Companies’ reaction during COVID-19 crisis according intensity of reaction

Company G, C
Company F

Company A, |

Company B, D, E, H,J

Source: our elaboration

A different level of resilience can be recognized in companies F and G, that waited longer time
to react to the crisis but their reaction has been related to huge strategic or technological change.
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Company F, for instance, reacted to the crisis by producing a brand new product far from its
current core business. The production of PVC mask required at first a relevant level of reactiveness
into the research of suitable solution of pandemic problems and, consequently, a change in
production lines.

The experience of company G is partially different, even from the other companies that operate
in the same industry The company already operated in a textile industry, showing a great level of
similarity of face mask production with previous core business.

However, the company created with a credit recovery firm a new venture specifically intended to
produce PPE for the market, contributing with its production know-how.

Thus, the longer time needed to react to the crisis is due to satisfy all the official obligation
required to company’s transformation. Furthermore, the reconversion of the company seems to be a
permanent choice, implying a completely change in strategic direction in terms of core business and
business model.

Started from the critical analysis of the selected cases, we discovered that the time of the reaction
to the negative events is not enough to understand the companies’ resilience but it is necessary to
take into account also the intensity of reaction.

Consequently, we define a model that identifies 4 types of companies profiles according their
specific behavior and the timely in which they occur. The speed of reaction measures the rapidity
of SMEs strategic change, considering the different stages of Covid crisis temporally delimitated by
the issuing of different decrees (as shown in Figure 4).

The intensity of the firms’ reaction, instead, take into account the relevance of strategic change and

it is linked to the technological and market relation of the new products/business to the SMEs

previous activity.

Thus it is possible to classify 4 different kinds of SMEs resilience (Figure 4):

a) “Firefighters”: SMEs that have strategic reacted to the crisis since from the first phase, deciding
to completely change their business model. This kind of strategic reaction is symptom of a
preemptive strategy but could also be dangerous in the long term if it is not enough planned or
shared at the whole organizational level;

b) “Engineers”: SMEs that showed strategic reaction in a later stage deciding to completely change
their business model. These SMEs have taken the opportunity of COVID-19 to reorganize their
companies and have waited for taking the time to plan their strategic intervention. Thus, the
company that fall in this cluster showed a strong involvement into Pandemic reaction but,
compared with firefighter a slower reaction speed,

c) “Actors”: SMEs that have rapidly reacted to the crisis but without really changing their business
model. They have disguised their business in order to avoid the lockdown but they were go
back to their common activity when the lockdown is finished. These company seemed to have
quickly reacted to the crisis but, considering that they have made few changes to specific
busin