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Abstract 
The COVID-19 pandemic has hit small businesses especially hard with lockdown measures and 

limitations to operating models. As a response, businesses have cut back on costs, attempted to op-

erate per usual and some have found new revenue streams. These can be categorized as entrepre-

neurial coping strategies. However, what factors influencing the adoption of these strategies and 

understanding of the most successful coping strategy in the short term is unclear. Finding the an-

swer to this provides practical benefits for other small businesses going through a pandemic crisis. 

This qualitative study explores the impact of COVID-19 pandemic on Finnish small business in 

some of the hardest hit industries, including services such as restaurants and hospitality. Through 

the investigation of relevant literature and the application of multiple case studies aiming to under-

stand the adverse effects of the pandemic on these industries, the businesses entrepreneurial coping 

strategies, and resources available for survival and ideally thriving, the “what”, “how”, and by “what 

means” can be explored. 

The study aims to answer the research questions: (1) “What entrepreneurial coping strategies have 

SMEs in Finland adopted during the Coronavirus pandemic?”, (2.1) “What adverse effects has the 

Coronavirus pandemic cause for SMEs in Finland?”, and (2.2) “What policy measures enable and 

constrain the implementation of entrepreneurial coping strategies during the Coronavirus pan-

demic?” 

The qualitative case study approach includes seven semi-structured interviews, which were con-

ducted among the top executives or management of the various organizations. The interviewees 

were identified with purposeful and convenience sampling strategy through a personal network and 

LinkedIn. Additionally, secondary data was utilized to find further information on interviewees. 

The results and analysis of the results indicate that a combination of entrepreneurial coping strat-

egies is often adopted after the initial shock of the crisis. The strategies include the combination of 

retrenchment, perseverance, and innovation, where those that adopted an innovation strategy tend 

to survive and succeed better at the time. Even so, retrenchment was often visible at the start, 

whereas perseverance was more fluid. The businesses saw major adverse effects through furloughs, 

decline in customers, liquidity issues, for example. The actions by the government clearly provided 

an ease of mind for the struggling businesses and, in fact, enabled innovation. However, the lock-

down measures clearly forced businesses to change operational practices. 

Further, this research mostly agrees with and adds to existing research on 1) strategic and crisis 

management 2) SME (crisis) research and 3) COVID-19 crisis and policy research. The study pro-

vides practical measures companies can take to survive the pandemic. 
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1. Introduction 
1.1. Background and Context 

“We are all navigating this new normal together.” 
 - Michael Dell, CEO of Dell 
Public health crises have occurred throughout history with occasionally disastrous health and 
economic effects (see e.g. Barro et al., 2020). Much of this depends on how well governments, 
organizations and individuals monitor, assess and respond early on, and requires an ecosystem 
that supports this kind of behavior (Kelman, 2020). The most recent global public health crisis 
caused by COVID-19, coronavirus or medically SARS-CoV-2 could be seen as a black swan 
event, a rare event with immense impact, (Winston, 2020) that is hard to prepare for and is 
unpredictable. Because of this type of an event there may have been an inadequate response 
early on as the cases and death toll were rising globally in the early months of the pandemic 
(BBC, 2020), and thus, countries went into lockdown (OECD, 2020). Even as of August 2020, 
where the time frame of this study ends, countries have slowly opened, and cases are rising 
again due to the decisions people are making (Kelman, 2020). Nevertheless, due to its rare 
nature, it is an ideal opportunity to learn about how organizations are reacting now, and thus, 
could be better prepared for the future. 
The disease originated in Wuhan, China in the end of 2019 and has since spread around the 
world. As of March 11 it has been characterized as a pandemic by the World Health 
Organization (Ghebreyesus, 2020; Zhu et al., 2020) and, as such, marks the start of the time 
frame for this study. Since the beginning of the pandemic many governments have used 
mitigation and suppression strategies to reduce the impact of the virus while a vaccine is being 
developed (Imperial College London, 2020). The rhetoric on “flattening the curve” with the 

abovementioned strategies is visible in Finland as well (Finnish Government, 2020). With these 
non-pharmaceutical interventions (NPIs), mitigation intends to slow but not necessarily stop the 
spread by relying on herd immunity, and suppression aims to reverse the growth by decreasing 
the reproduction number to less than one (Imperial College London, 2020; Kraus et al., 2020). 
Both strategies require non-financial measures such as social distancing, country lockdowns 
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with restrictions on various industries, closing non-essential businesses, and public places being 
closed. With the current scientific understanding these measures are necessary to reduce the 
load on healthcare systems and flatten the curve (Imperial College London, 2020).  
Besides the concern on individuals and economies as a whole, there is a particular worry on the 
effect on small and medium sized businesses (SMEs) as they cover over 90% of businesses 
worldwide (World Bank, 2020) and are financially more vulnerable than more established larger 
firms (Freeman and Hannan, 1983). Scholars and industry insiders have realized, that while 
external support is necessary and yet oftentimes lacking for SMEs (Giones et al., 2020), the 
response of the SMEs themselves is the first line of defense to hold up the economy and the 
business (Thorgren and Williams, 2020) since they are often the victims (Williams and 
Shephard, 2016). Setting aside healthcare costs, the pandemic and government healthcare 
measures have caused significant economic consequences to SMEs despite anticipating the 
trouble (Niinimäki, 2020e). It is causing supply chain issues, reduction in demand, and even 
risk of bankruptcies (Niinimäki, 2020g). Finland has been hit by the lockdown as well and 
companies have suffered with over 70% of SMEs in Finland experiencing a decline in sales 
between March and May (Niinimäki, 2020) with almost third of all businesses estimating a drop 
of 75% in revenue as of June (Niinimäki, 2020d), and 76% of companies in Finland 
experiencing issues in general due to COVID-19 (Niinimäki, 2020b). The hardest hit consumer-
facing industries in Finland include the service industry and retail sector both realizing almost 
90% negative impact of which 36% to 44% have been significantly or considerably affected 
(Niinimäki, 2020f).  However, confidence of survival between March and May has increased to 
about 80% (Niinimäki, 2020c) and as of July 2020, the country has been opening and businesses 
are returning towards a new normal.  
Partly due to the pandemic and partly because of the NPIs by the governments, those same 
governments have discussed and implemented financial policy measures to keep their 
economies afloat (Suomen Yrittäjät, 2020b; 2020c; 2020d). Finland has decided on tax 
measures such as freezing late fees and extensions periods, employment measures such as 
relaxing unemployment policies and shortening lay off periods, and economic stimulus 
measures such as strong loan and subsidy guarantees and relaxing loan or subsidy requirements, 
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among others (KPMG, 2020). Whether these measures are effective is still too early to tell, but 
this study will explore if the measures have helped with SME survival. 
 The initial interest towards the topic arose from three factors. First, the situation in the world as 
of August 2020 is exceptional. As of August, The COVID-19 pandemic has still been affecting 
the world and cases have been rising again in many places (Perano, 2020). Helping companies 
navigate the dynamic and volatile environment is crucial, and small businesses may be more 
agile in doing so, yet, perhaps also more at risk through liability of newness or smallness 
(Stinchcombe and March 1965; Freeman & Hannan, 1983). Second, although there is plenty of 
crisis management related research, the current context of the economic impact of and 
organizational response to the global COVID-19 pandemic research is only starting to emerge 
and, thus requires a greater focus allowing for organizational level research (see e.g. Paaso, et 
al., 2020). Finland, which had started recovering from the crisis in July 2020 in terms of the 
case curve flattening (THL, 2020) and loosening restrictions (Finnish Government, 2020), has 
not yet been a major focus of COVID-19 economic impact research besides individual statistics 
and a “situation room” (Helsinki GSE, 2020; Niinimäki, 2020; 2020b) let alone Finnish small 
businesses, which account for 93% of businesses in Finland (Suomen Yrittäjät, 2020d). By 
focusing on Finland, the study provides an initial understanding of the impact on small 
businesses and allows for learnings to be transferred or built upon. Third, Finland has been quite 
successful in containing the virus cases during the first wave in the spring and the country has 
started to reopen in June and July. It is a good time to learn from best practices and mistakes 
small businesses have made from the beginning and in the middle of the crisis in case another 
global crisis hits, or a second wave arrives. Additionally, learnings for more targeted policy 
action could be valuable and ideally generalized to other developed countries that are still 
further behind in the recovery process. 
 

1.2. Research Objectives and Questions 
From an academic perspective, this research aims to produce initial empirical knowledge of the 
impact of COVID-19 on small businesses in Finland and the organizations’ entrepreneurial 
coping strategies adopted. This allows for building on existing knowledge of crisis management 
for small businesses. In crisis management literature, there are convincing arguments for 
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breaking up the unexpected and hard to prepare for events into parts: before the crisis, trigger 
event, and response (see e.g. Pearson and Clair, 1998). Since there is a need for further 
understanding the responses from organizations the focus is on the triggering event itself and 
the immediate reactions and responses to it at an organizational level. This focus allows for 
more practical and immediate learnings for other companies to adopt. Further, the focus on 
entrepreneurial suggests not just small business owners, but also flexibility and reaction speed 
small businesses often have over larger, more bureaucratic organizations (See. e.g. Brinckmann 
et al., 2019).  
The choice of coping strategies, retrenchment, persevering, and innovating (Wenzel et al., 2020) 
allow for a better focus on what companies do after the triggering event and a more immediate 
response learnings for others if the results are generalized. When considering that this pandemic 
was largely unexpected (Winston, 2020), it may be unreasonable to assume that companies had 
an appropriate strategy before the trigger event. Additionally, while resilience often is a part of 
crisis management research, it often builds over time prior to a crisis (Williams et al., 2017), 
and thus, is not as applicable for more immediate practical responses.  
From a managerial perspective, this study aims to help highly affected Finnish small businesses 
to learn from best practices and prevent possible future hardships by getting initial empirical 
evidence on variables affecting coping strategies adopted, and the strategies themselves. 
Furthermore, it contributes to a more informed discussion on future policy decisions related to 
financial aid and related issues. The research focuses on the identified hardest hit industries in 
Finland with a specific focus on the most common form of businesses, small businesses. The 
study at hand also provides a model for the choice of factors affecting the adoption of specific 
entrepreneurial coping strategies. 
To reach the aims of the study and provide the initial empirical evidence on the matter, the 
research is based on the following research questions: 
Q1. What entrepreneurial coping strategies have SMEs in Finland adopted during the 
Coronavirus pandemic? 
Q2.1. What adverse effects has the Coronavirus pandemic caused for SMEs in Finland? 
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Q2.2. What policy measures enable and constrain the implementation of entrepreneurial coping 
strategies during the Coronavirus pandemic? 
 1.3. Definitions and abbreviations 
Entrepreneurial (strategy) 
For this study, entrepreneurial (strategy) refers to the flexibility small businesses tend to have 
in decision-making and the ability to make those decisions faster for a more immediate effect 
than larger companies.  
Coping strategy 
Wenzel et al., (2020) strategic responses to crisis research are used as a basis for the coping 
strategies of the businesses in the study. Due to the abductive nature of the study, Wenzel et al., 
framework is updated if appropriate.  
Small Business, SME 
According to the Tilastokeskus (2020), a small enterprise is defined as having “fewer than 50 

paid employees and whose annual turnover is either not more than €10 million or balance sheet 

total is not more than €10 million.” Additionally, it must meet the criterion on independence as 

follows: “Independent enterprises are enterprises of whose equity or voting stock 25 per cent or 

more are not held by one enterprise or jointly held by such enterprises to which [..] the definition 
[..] of a small enterprise cannot be applied depending on circumstances.” 
COVID-19, Coronavirus 
In the context of this study, COVID-19 refers to the new strain of coronavirus that originated in 
Wuhan, China in late 2019 and has since spread causing a global pandemic (Ghebreyesus, 2020; 
Zhu et al., 2020). 
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1.4. Structure of Thesis 
The paper has six main sections. The introduction presents the background of the COVID-19 
pandemic, the reasoning why to study it specifically in Finland and small businesses and 
concludes the section with the research objectives and questions. The second section discusses 
and critically reviews the relevant literature on crisis management, coping strategies to crises, 
and business resilience. The literature review concludes with a theoretical framework based on 
the literature. The third section presents the methodology and the philosophical starting point 
by looking at research design, data collection, data analysis, as well as the evaluation of the 
research process and its ethical considerations. The fourth section focuses on the empirical 
findings of the qualitative study. It provides a thematic approach to the case companies. This is 
followed by a discussion connecting the empirical findings to the reviewed literature. Finally, a 
conclusion is provided presenting a summary of the research, its managerial implications, 
limitations, and suggestions for future research. 
 

2. Literature Review 
This literature review builds the foundation for the methodology and interviews. Its aim is to 
understand the previous research related to the study. First, an overview of crisis management 
literature is in focus. Second, the crisis management in small businesses with an entrepreneurial 
angle is discussed. This is followed by a look at COVID-19, small businesses, and crisis 
management together. Together this allows for the creation of a theoretical framework, which 
is presented at the end of the literature review. 
 

2.1. Overview of Crisis Management Literature 
For a coping strategy to occur implies a need for an issue, in this case a crisis. Already in the 
1990s there was an understanding that the concepts related to crises and crisis management were 
lacking integration with each other and had fragmented definitions (Shrivastava, 1993; Pearson 
and Clair, 1998). More recently similar rhetoric is found from Dayton (2004), Bundy et al. 
(2016), Williams et al. (2017), and Pursiainen (2017) many which build on the works of Pearson 
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and Clair (1998). Given the different disciplines they explored, Pearson and Clair (1998) define 
an organizational crisis considering multiple parts and perspectives as the following (See Figure 
1.): “low-probability high-impact situation that is perceived by critical stakeholders to threaten 
the viability of the organization and that is subjectively experienced by these individuals as 
personally and socially threatening.” (p.10) Additionally, they argue that effective crisis 
management “involves minimizing potential risk before a triggering event. In response to a 
triggering event, effective crisis management involves improvising and interacting by key 
stakeholders so that individual and collective sense making, shared meaning, and roles are 
reconstructed. Following a triggering event, effective crisis management entails individual and 
organizational readjustment of basic assumptions, as well as behavioral and emotional 
responses aimed at recovery and readjustment.” (p.10). Although there is a lot to unpack here, 
the following paragraphs focusing on other scholars evaluate different parts of the definition 
above.  
 

 
Figure 1. Crisis Management Process (Pearson and Clair, 1998) 
 Dayton (2004), implicitly similar like Pearson and Clair (1998), dissects what is known about 
crises: First, the preparation phase that happens before the crisis event. It helps preparing for 
the unknown, and getting the resources and support an organization needs, in essence, builds 
resilience (Meyer, 1982). Resilience has brought about a whole other stream of research which 
is considered in more detail with the work of Williams et al. (2017) in a later section. Second 
phase is coping with the crisis, and third, is the return to normalcy phase. Dayton (2004) argues 
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in his model of understanding crises to focus on damage containment during the crisis, the 
reactive phase. After the crisis, the focus should be on learning and redesigning the 
organizational systems. 
Bundy et al. (2016) clarifies Pearson and Clair’s (1998) definition by arguing for two prevalent 
perspectives of crises and crisis management in the literature. The first perspective, internal, 
focuses on managing risk, complexity, and technology from within the organization to reduce 
the impact of the crisis and learn from it. The second perspective focuses on managing 
stakeholder relationships. Given the mentioned perspectives, they define crisis management as 
“event perceived by managers and stakeholders to be highly salient, unexpected, and potentially 
disruptive”  with crisis characteristics of (a) uncertainty, disruption, and change, (b) harmful or 
threatening for organizations and their stakeholders, (c) behavioral phenomena, recognizing the 
social construct by the actors involved rather than a function of the depersonalized factors of an 
objective environment, and (d) crises as parts of larger processes, rather than discrete events 
(Bundy et al., 2016 p.1663).  
Similarly, Williams et al. (2017) found two major streams of management research on the view 
of crises. One that views crises as an event and others as a process. The early research focuses 
on crisis as an event, where Hermann (1963 p. 64) formulated components of an organizational 
crisis: it threatens priority values of the organization, it presents a limited timeframe for a 
response, and it is unexpected. James et al., (2011) builds on this with three additional 
components: rarity and significance of the event, and the level of impact on stakeholders. As 
can be seen, many of these are similar to those of earlier scholars and, in fact, build on those. In 
crisis-as-an-event stream of research, preparing risk-free for a crisis is extremely hard and, so, 
the focus is often on recovery and readjustment of “shattered assumptions” to bring the 
organizational system back into alignment after the event (Williams et al., 2017; Pearson and 
Clair, 1998 p.66). Williams et al., 2017 argue in line with Lalonde and Roux-Dufort (2010), that 
this stream allows to the focus to be on understanding the dynamics of the crisis in its most 
severe stage and the reactions that follows. 
On the other hand, crisis as a process looks more closely at how the crisis was produced, 
considering the internal and external environment (Roux-Dufort, 2007). In this view, Williams 
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et al. (2017) found the emphasis to be on crises developing over time and in phases such as drift, 
incubation, triggering events and resolution (Roux-Dufort, 2016; Turner 1976). Additionally, it 
emphasizes a dysfunctional past juxtaposing a changed future for the organization. Even so, the 
early work in the crisis-as-an-event stream follows closely with process stream’s understanding 

of stages (see e.g. Turner, 1976) and how the organizations respond to the environment at 
different stages, not just focusing of the trigger event. Others have also combined the two 
perspectives focusing on antecedents at the internal and external environment, the moderators 
of antecedents to a crisis and the crisis to response relationships, and individual or organizational 
responses (Milburn et al., 1983 in Williams et al., 2017). Overall, Williams et al. (2017) argued 
that the triggering event can happen for many reasons including erroneous assumptions, 
information complexity, cultural lag in interpreting signals, and reluctance to imagine the worst 
outcome. Given the literature review, Williams, et al. (2017) combine the perspectives and 
define crisis as “a process of weakening or degeneration that can culminate in a disruption event 

to the actor’s normal functioning” and crisis management as “the actor’s attempt to bring a 

disrupted or weakened system at any stage of crisis back into alignment to achieve normal 
functioning Williams et al., 2017: p. 739-740). Despite the harmonious nature of the combined 
perspectives, for this study the emphasis again is less on the process of weakening due to the 
abrupt nature of total shutdown for the industries in question and more on how the businesses 
reacted. 
Williams et al. (2017) study calls for the integration of resilience research to gain a more 
sustainable picture of businesses in crisis. They do so through resilience research’s inclusive 
characteristics in the phases of a crisis. These include capabilities for durability, pre-adversity 
organizing and adjusting, responding to major disturbances and a feedback loop from the 
experiences. They go further to argue that organizations respond to crises to either preserve 
performance, to recover or to prevent decline and failure. Since a surprising event, in this case 
COVID-19, occurred, Williams et al. (2017) would argue that it did not occur because of 
organization weakening over time. In this view, it is about how the companies respond 
(Williams et al., 2017) and therefore, can provide building blocks for understanding future 
resilience focused studies. 
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Overall, Pursiainen (2017) brings many of the earlier works together giving a more holistic view 
and operational understanding by introducing the crisis management cycle, adjusting Pearson 
and Clair’s work into a circular form. These include risk assessment, prevention, preparedness, 
response, recovery, and learning, of which the latter contribute to this study. 
 

2.2. Crisis Management in Small businesses 
While there is plenty of research available on crisis management in large organizations, there is 
less of a focus on small businesses (Herbane, 2010). In order to understand how small businesses 
cope with crises, it is necessary to examine and understand the key characteristic differences to 
larger companies. Compared to large corporations SMEs often come across liability of 
smallness and newness (Freeman, et al., 1983) meaning that they have less resources and less 
established business models making it more vulnerable to disruption. Additionally, these 
companies may need to rely on outside assistance and have low levels of legitimacy (Eggers, 
2020). Even so, they tend to be more flexible when threats occur and can make faster decisions 
due to being closer to decision-makers (Eggers, et al., 2012). 
Adding to the argument of focusing on the action after the triggering crisis event, Spillan and 
Hough (2003) found that small business managers often need to first experience a crisis before 
they find crisis planning a concern. Even if small businesses have experienced a crisis, they 
often do not have crisis management teams, do not focus on planning either way, and rather 
focus on the crisis response (Runyan, 2006; Herbane, 2010). Runyan (2006) argues further by 
identifying other issues including vulnerabilities to cash flows liquidity, lack of access to capital 
for recovery, and federal assistance issues. Therefore, focusing on the practical aspect of what 
small businesses did in response and recognizing the theoretical juxtaposition of investing in 
resilience measures versus survival response, allows for the generalizable conclusion. 
Both Eggers (2020) and Hong et al. (2012) found that innovative and proactive postures such 
as entrepreneurial and market orientation of small businesses help address market opportunities 
better than other orientations that arise from crises. Being able to orient a company in such a 
way calls for more lenient financing possibilities allowing for better resources availability 
(Eggers, 2020). He also finds that managerial (entrepreneurial) expertise often helps with 
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overcoming crises. He connects with Sarasvathy’s (2001) concept of effectuation, where 
planning for the future that is unpredictable is not necessary, rather working in the present with 
the available means would be enough. Hong et al. (2012) argues an additional aspect that the 
most effective strategies include multiple crisis management practices, not just one. 
Learnings can also be drawn from the resilience research in the SME context. Branicki et al. 
(2018) recognize that SMEs that have experienced a crisis are often more resilient and have 
more capabilities to be resilient. However, as was established earlier, SME managers often do 
not have formal planning even when they have experienced a crisis. Therefore, Branicki et al. 
(2018) suggests focusing on building the capabilities to cope with uncertainty. This entails 
leveraging personal relationships, similar to Hong et al. (2012) finding, experimentation 
abilities and creative thinking. These can be built up and recognized in companies coping 
strategies.  
 

2.3. COVID-19, SMEs, and crisis management responses 
Kuckertz et al. (2020) model (Figure 2) argued from a German startups’ perspective reflecting 
on many of the ideas mentioned above and with Wenzel et al. (2020) finding below. The failure 
of a business may arise from reduction in sales or even the fear of failure. Non-development 
may occur when the company is debating on how to survive versus how to thrive as well as the 
unknown of the crisis length. If a company has received outside investments the hurdles of 
getting additional investment could also lead to non-development. The pressure to adapt can 
come from recruitment issues and management’s additional pressures. Adaption is hindered in 
the supply chain when contact is lost. Finally, the prior resilience measures whether 
intentionally or not, may affect how the company reacts to the crisis. However, the main 
takeaway from Kuckertz, et al. (2020) work is the need for focusing on adapting the business 
model and internal restructuring through relations, financial capability and policy support, thus, 
allowing for pursuit of new opportunities in the context of innovative startups. This could be 
seen as an overarching coping strategy of resilience building in real time.  
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Figure 2 Key dynamics model (Kuckertz et al., 2020) 
 Wenzel et al. (2020) are some other scholars to use COVID-19 as the context for four possible 
strategic responses by an organization. Methodologically, they focused specifically on papers 
directly related to strategic responses to sudden shocks given the otherwise massive literature 
on crisis management. The first common strategy synthesized was retrenchment which focuses 
on reducing costs, therefore reducing company activities which theoretically means less 
complexity (Pearce and Robbins, 1993; Benner and Zenger, 2016). Pearce and Robbins (1994, 
1992) argue that this strategy is effective for long-term firm recovery, stabilizing performance 
declines with liquidity, and allows for strategic renewal. However, others have found the 
strategy to underperform compared to “nontrenching” organizations especially when the crisis 
lasts longer than expected (Barker and Duhaime, 1997: Barker and Mone, 1994; Ndofor et al., 
2013). 
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The second strategy argued by Wenzel, et al. (2020: Wenzel, 2015) is persevering, which 
focuses on sustaining the business’ activities to mitigate the effects of the crisis. This strategy 
is argued to be effective compared to retrenchment because frequent strategic changes 
undermine the value of the changes (Stieglitz et al., 2016: p. 1854). This strategy calls for not 
making the strategic shifts too early but rather when the internal and external resources dictate 
so. Thus, this strategy is effective in the medium run considering a crisis’ length (Wenzel et al., 

2020).  
The third strategy is innovating which refers to the “realization of strategic renewal in response 

to crisis” (Wenzel et al., 2020 p. 11). To break out of the structures of normal decision-making, 
sometimes a shock is needed. That is the view argued by innovation strategy. This strategy, 
where business models change, new products are realized, and the competitive environment is 
volatile (Clauss, 2017; Clauss et al., 2019), may be inevitable for the business’ survival. It may 

even make the company stronger for the future (Wenzel et al., 2020). However, due to lower 
liquidity as the crisis hits, it may be harder to focus on innovation and the opportunity may pass. 
The final strategic response argued by Wenzel et al. (2020) is an exit or discontinuation of the 
business’ activities. When other strategies fail, an exit may strategically be the right choice. It 
can free up resources and allow for strategic renewal by creating a new business (Wenzel et al., 
2020). 
Kraus et al. (2020) adopt and adapt the findings from Wenzel et al. (2020) by applying it to 
family firms of various sizes located in multiple European countries by looking at the impact 
COVID-19 has had and the firms’ response to it. Their findings are summarized in figure 3. 
While the focus was on family firms, many strategies may be applicable to purely small 
businesses, whether family firms or not. The main difference being family firms also consist of 
large firms and all industries may not be affected in a similar fashion. Additionally, they are 
often long-term oriented and risk-averse which suggests that they are more conservative and 
more focused on persevering rather than growth (Eggers, 2020). In controlled shutdown family 
firms were found to shorten work hours to safeguard liquidity. In the long term, the focus would 
be on process streamlining by reducing inefficiencies (Benner and Zenger, 2016). With 
operative crisis management they found that separate teams were created to handle the crisis 
and try to keep the status quo and communicate clearly. As the worst has been overcome, many 



14  

companies were found to start reflecting, that is, training employees to adapt processes based 
on their learnings from the crisis. In the innovation column, temporary business model 
adjustment in the short term was found to be the case as companies had the ability to react only 
within their current business model and strategy (Kraus et al., 2020). This would mean 
redirecting the use of resources, for example, producing masks instead of shirts or food delivery 
instead of dining in. In the long term the studied firms would take part in business model 
innovation, changing their strategy that allows for a more solid foundation for the future, for 
example digitalization of workflows. However, a major limitation to Kraus et al. (2020) study 
is the theoretical long term perspective. Given the timing of the study (April 2020), the 
pandemic was still ravaging the world and true long term plans may still be scrapped. 
 

 
Figure 3 Model of short-term and long term interventions for family firms (Kraus, et al., 2020) 
 While Kraus et al. (2020) had a larger sample of 27 companies, Fabeil et al., (2020) studied just 
two focusing on the impact of COVID-19 on micro-enterprises in an emerging economy. Some 
of the findings may be transferable given that micro-enterprises are the majority of SMEs in the 
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Malaysia, similar to Finland, which small businesses constitute majority of the businesses 
(Suomen Yrittäjät, 2020e). Overall, they found the crisis management style to be more ad-hoc 
in reducing the impact. In terms of business continuity and recovery strategies the focus was 
found to be on product delivery, similar to Kraus’ findings in temporary business model 

adjustment, and marketing suggesting more rational decision-making (McCarthy, 2003). The 
marketing often related to relaying information of changed method of delivery. Finally, they 
did not find the economic stimulus to be critical, but accessibility to resources was needed. 
 2.4. Theoretical Framework 
After reviewing the literature, the most appropriate understanding for a crisis in this study, 
where COVID-19 is the context, is a combination of research from many scholars. For 
chronological understanding, Pearson and Clair’s (1998) latter two phases, the response, and 
learnings, are the majority of the focus of this study while acknowledging the literature of the 
pre-crisis phase. For the pre-crisis phase, the importance in this study is the previous experience 
with crises (Spillan and Hough, 2003) and acknowledgement that plans are often not made or 
not found useful (Herbane, 2010). 
For the overarching context and theme both crisis-as-an-event and as-a-process are utilized. 
From a crisis as an event point of view a crisis is a significant (James et al., 2011), low-
probability, high-impact situation that is unexpected (Hermann, 1963) and perceived by critical 
stakeholders to threaten the viability of the organization (Pearson and Clair, 1998) where the 
stakeholders, in this case, are mainly concerned with internal stakeholders and potentially 
funding stakeholders as external (Bundy et al., 2016). With this pandemic, the significance 
relates to the global impact of the crisis, which was established in the research context, and the 
uncertainty of impact on the companies in question. Unexpected nature is as assumption that 
most companies did not see the lockdown was going to happen until it took place. The internal 
stakeholders deal with managing the risk that has occurred, which is why it is a better focus for 
this study (Bundy et al., 2017).  
There are also aspects from a process view of a crisis that can be implemented. Factors that may 
affect the coping strategy adopted can be amplified by erroneous assumptions and reluctance to 



16  

imagine the worst outcome, that is being less resilient (Williams, 2017). In this pandemic that 
would mean the understanding that the virus would spread elsewhere and the extent it would 
cause damage may have been miscalculated among companies. However, most likely 
companies in this study will have a relatively good understanding as the companies in question 
are still operational but, nevertheless, the previous crisis experiences and plans are inquired.  
It is acknowledged for this framework that the literature found that planning rarely occurs and 
the effects show through vulnerabilities in cash flow liquidity, lack of access to capital for 
recovery, and federal assistance issues when crises affect small businesses (Runyan, 2006). 
Additionally, an innovative and proactive mindset, and expertise are seen to help to address 
market opportunities effectively in this framework (Eggers, 2020; Hong et al., 2012).  
A common understanding among most scholars was the way they look at crises in the form of 
three phases (Williams, 2017). First, pre-crisis, which does not focus on the active preparation, 
but rather resources and support (Dayton, 2004). Branicki et al. (2018) added to this by 
mentioning the inclusion of personal relationships. These are acknowledged in the framework 
but not emphasized. The triggering event (Pearson and Clair, 1998) in this case is the country 
lockdown and the moment the Finnish government took actions to prevent the spread followed 
by the immediate effects to the companies. With a small delay the response is where the coping 
strategies are starting to be implemented. This is where the theoretical framework is in focus, 
specifically the other factors that affect the adoption of a coping strategy (Figure 4.). Finally, 
the post-crisis (Pearson and Clair, 1998), which arguably in this case may not yet be reached to 
the full extent given that another wave may occur or that businesses are still adjusting to the 
new normal, for some only since July 2020.  
Given the focus of this study on the immediate responses to a crisis, while acknowledging the 
full model of crisis management including pre-crisis aspects, the most suitable model for this 
study is Wenzel’s four strategic responses for a crisis as it includes many of the discussed 
characteristics and context discussed by earlier scholars mentioned. These four responses were 
retrenchment, persevering, innovating, and exiting, all which were explained in detail above. 
The discussions will then use theory elaboration, similar to Kraus et al. (2020) while testing the 
model and generating new insights. The insights will ideally explain not just the occurrence of 
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the strategies, but more detailed view of the characteristics for adopting the strategies and, to 
the extent possible, the effectiveness of the strategies. Additionally, the adverse effects and 
policy measures’ effects would be explained. 

 
Figure 4. Theoretical Framework 
 

3. Data and Methods 
The following chapter introduces the methodological aspects of the study. The first section aims 
to understand the philosophical views of the researcher and the decisions for research design, 
data collection and analysis that follows. The end of this section evaluates the validity and 
reliability of the study. 
 

3.1. Research Philosophy 
A qualitative research method was applied for this research as it allows to be more exploratory 
and holistic in nature compared to quantitative research (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2015). The 
exploratory nature is useful in particular because of the modest insights into literature in the 
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specific context (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2015). However, it is worth realizing that there is 
plenty of crisis management research in general, which can provide a theoretical basis for the 
study. With an abductive approach there is a focus on both theory testing and theory generation, 
in other words, the theory is built upon, not necessarily rejected or disproved (Kraus et al, 2020). 
Therefore, interpretation and understanding rather than statistical testing is more relevant for 
initial understanding of the “how” and “by what means” in answering the research questions 
(Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2015) 
While consideration of the choice of research method is necessary, it is also important to 
understand the philosophical position of the researcher as well. In this case, the researcher most 
notably relates to pragmatism. With pragmatism, there is a “genuine concern for how our worlds 

continuously unfold through our collective efforts to cope with the day-to-day exigencies of 
modern life. Pragmatism thus [..] [is] concerned with the dynamics of human and social 
practice.” (Simpson, 2017 p. 54). There is an assumption of naturalism with an emphasis on 
continuity and process. Additionally, “Pragmatism's commitment to continuity calls for ways 
of theorizing practice as a never-ending process of transformation...”. (Simpson, 2017 p. 57). 
For this reason, an abductive approach is also reasonable.  
Because the COVID-19 pandemic is ongoing and companies are still suffering, a practice-
focused response is the most useful. A pragmatist approach fits that. Ontologically a pragmatist 
assumes reality as “complex, the practical consequences of ideas and a flux of processes, 

experiences and practices” (Saunders, 2009 p. 136). Epistemologically a pragmatist assumes “a 

practical meaning of knowledge in specific contexts, that ‘true’ knowledge enables successful 

action, that the focus on problems, practices and relevance is key, and problem solving and 
informed future practice as the contribution to the research field” (Saunders, 2009 p. 136). In 
summary, the discussed concepts are important when they reinforce action (Kelemen & 
Rumens, 2008).  
 3.2. Research Design 
To answer the research questions in the study, a multiple case study is a highly suitable option. 
This fits with the common abductive approach to research of systematic combining that aims at 
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theory development through the combination of the cases, the empirical world, theory, and the 
framework (Dubois and Gadde, 2002). The multiple cases allow for the recognition of elements 
similar or contrasting to specific coping strategies. Furthermore, qualitative interviews with 
company representatives were conducted to answer the research questions and to further 
understand small business’ reactions to the crisis. Finally, focusing on multiple cases allowed 
for a more rigorous approach.  
A purposeful and convenience sampling strategy was used (Robinson, 2014). This allows for 
focusing on the hardest hit industries in Finland, which was chosen due to the benefit it can 
provide other companies not hit as hard. The convenience of Finland was chosen due to the 
researcher’s connections and relative ease of access to information. A variation of companies 
from the range of industries was chosen while following the principles of adequacy and 
appropriateness (Kraus et al., 2020). This allowed for insights on both the similar and differing 
aspects among the cases (Guest et al., 2006). Similarly, since the aim of the study is to gain an 
initial broad understanding of the coping strategies of some of the hardest hit industries 
concerning small businesses, a range of companies in a few industries were examined. 
 

3.3. Data collection  
The data collected was through seven (Table 1) semi-structured interviews as primary data and 
through online documents as secondary data. This amount was chosen due to the saturation in 
the responses. The interviews were conducted mainly in Finnish, which were then translated 
manually to English in the transcriptions with the help of recordings. The interviewees were 
found through personal networks and an online search using LinkedIn and Business Finland. 
The representatives knew of the company strategy and were active participants in decision-
making related to the crisis response mostly senior management. They were conducted via 
online platforms such as Google Meet and Microsoft Teams, interviews lasting for 30 minutes 
on average, and were all conducted in August 2020. All interviewees gave permission to record, 
which allowed for a more focused discussion and less bias through interpretations that would 
take place if notes were taken. 
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Table 1 Overview of the businesses interviewed 

 
 The semi-structured nature and open-ended questions allowed for a more conversational 
interview and allowed the interviewee to set the pace (see Appendix 1. for full set of interview 
questions). It also allowed for personal preconceptions to be negligibly apparent. The interviews 
started with introductory questions on the company, what they do, how many people work there 
and similar. This allowed for breaking the ice and providing context. This was followed by a 
short section on crisis experience and preparedness. The middle of the interviews consisted of 
questions directly related to the research questions (Lee & Aslam, 2018), which enabled 
analysis of the relation to Wenzel et al., (2020) responses later. The questions included the 
effects of the pandemic on the business both financially and in everyday work. It also included 
impromptu questions that arise from the previous answers to gain a better understanding of the 
strategies either actively or passively adopted. The interviews then included a section about the 
policy actions by the Finnish government if they had not been brought up earlier by the 
interviewee. This section allowed an understanding of how the interviewees viewed the aid that 
was available to them and if it was integral. The interviews concluded with an open-ended 
question of what the interviewee would still like to share (Lee & Aslam, 2018). 
The secondary data of online documents provided background information including statistics 
and definitions to understand the types of companies included in the study. With the secondary 
data, the hardest hit industries were found and the definition of a small business. The focus was 

Respondent No. of full-time employees Industry Participant position 

R1 17 
Beverages and 

Restaurant 
CEO 

R2 3 Skin care COO 

R3 18 
Hospitality and 

Accommodation 
CEO 

R4 5 
Restaurant and 
Entertainment 

Manager and 
Producer 

R5 11 Restaurant 
Founder and 

Manager 

R6 49 Restaurant Co-founder and CEO 

R7 33 Restaurant CEO  
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on hardest hit industries, restaurant, hospitality, and related brick-and-mortar-heavy businesses 
with convenience in mind. 
 

3.4. Data Analysis 
The analysis of the data officially began after the transcription of the interviews with a thematic 
approach (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2015). The focus was to have a better understanding of the 
factors that effected the severity of the impact of the pandemic, the role of the policies 
implemented, the strategies to cope with it, and the empirically most successful strategy in doing 
so. For example, previous experience of a crisis was inconclusive on the effectiveness of coping 
with the crisis, while Business Finland grants encouraged innovation and lessened the impact 
of the pandemic. 
The thematic analysis for this study followed Braun and Clarke’s (2007) guide in which the 
researcher first familiarized themselves to the data and inductively created initial codes 
providing first impressions. In practice, this first impression showed through the overall strategy 
adopted by the business. Then the researcher categorized the data by recognizing patterns of 
similarities, differences, correspondence and similar within cases and across cases with cross-
case analysis (Ayres et al., 2003). At a practical level, this showed through note taking followed 
by recognizing elements such as financial impact and then circling back to find examples of this 
from multiple interviews. For example, positive mindset and proactiveness of one company also 
adopted an innovative strategy while another company spoke negatively about the future and 
adopted more of a cost-cutting strategy. The patterns allowed for refined search of themes, 
which were reviewed as well throughout the data analysis process. Defining and naming of the 
themes took place at the end, which was done through the interpretation of the groupings and 
themes following more deductive thinking. These included, for example, the strategies chosen 
and how it showed. Together, this produced the findings section. 
This type of analysis is common and relatively easy for novice researchers and allows for a 
theoretically flexible approach. This method made room for interesting and relevant connections 
to be found from the data to the theory while focusing energy away from more complex 
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methods. Moreover, this method suits well for a pragmatic view as explained by Aronson 
(1995). Instead of using a coding software, this small-scale study allowed for a relatively easy 
manual coding. This was done by printing out the transcripts and using a pen to code the data. 
The coding process followed inductive reasoning for the creating categories using Microsoft 
Excel.  
 

3.5. Research process evaluation and Ethical concerns 
Following Patton’s (2002) example, Eriksson & Kovalainen (2015) explain how to evaluate 
good research to provide trustworthiness to the study. The criteria for this basic framework 
include reliability as the repeatability of a study, validity which guarantees that the study is 
correct, and generalizability, which means the possibility of extending the results into a wider 
context.  
While reliability in qualitative research is contentious at times with different terms used, it 
allows for consistency in the research. In this study, while the timing may differ for newer 
studies, the research design is consistent with detailed explanations and descriptions of the 
relevant methods with the topic closely in mind. Validity for this research shows through 
reflexivity, specifically via triangulation (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2015). Specific companies 
and industries were focused on through an online search on LinkedIn and Business Finland 
using filters such as “under 50 employees” and “revenue under 10 million €,” and searching for 
potential connections at those companies. This allowed for finding the right kind of primary 
data subjects for interviews. Validity in the theoretical contributions came by combining 
multiple theories to understand how the chosen theory was constructed. For this study, Wenzel 
et al., (2020) was the main focus with individual contributions, for example, from Pearson and 
Clair (1998) and Runyan (2006). Validity was further supported by following the Braun and 
Clarke (2007) guide that brought a systemic approach to the collection and analysis of the data. 
For generalizability, this study used an abductive method where the data is fitted into a 
previously developed model but is also flexible in elaborating the changes to that model. The 
limitations of this study are discussed in section 6.2. which touch upon generalizability. 
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Ethical concerns of the study were considered following Eriksson & Kovalainen’s (2015) 
dimensions for case studies. The participation was voluntary and based on informed consent, 
which means the subjects were informed about the purpose and procedures of the study 
(Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2015) Confidentiality and anonymity were explicitly mentioned to the 
participants upon the agreement of an interview and at the start of the interview as it was not 
relevant to the aim of the study to know the name of the participant nor, for example, revenue 
numbers. This type of information was only known to the researcher to confirm applicable 
participants. Privacy was guaranteed by deleting the recordings once the study was concluded.  
The researcher attempted to remain detached and neutral towards the subject, allowing for 
minimal bias to be embedded in the conversations. However, one of the subjects had a personal 
link to the researcher which may have affected the objectivity of the answers. Nevertheless, 
including them in the research was important as they were willing to participate, thus increasing 
the number of participatory subjects. Additionally, leading and/or biased questions were 
avoided by standardizing the questions asked. With ad hoc questions, careful consideration was 
taken for the phrasing of the questions. At times, the researcher did need to give examples to 
elaborate on the questions if the subject indicated that they did not understand the question 
clearly. Finally, four out of the seven interviews were conducted in Finnish and translations into 
English were done manually by the researcher. This may have skewed the data in terms of 
meaning to some extent, but with the native bilingual abilities of the researcher, meaning was 
attempted to be taken in account. 
 

4. Findings 
This section presents the findings of this research. It is divided by themes that arose from the 
interviews and following the research questions. First, the adverse effects are presented in terms 
financial impact and actions that followed to provide an overview of the companies’ situation 
for adopting specific coping strategies. Second, the adoption of the retrenchment coping strategy 
is presented as it was often found to be the first course of action for many companies. Third, the 
dominant theme and link between the innovation coping strategy and growth is discussed. 
Closely linked is the next section on stimulus aid’s role. Fifth, the ambiguousness of the 
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perseverance strategy is explored. Finally, touching upon the actions were there another wave 
to come and the acknowledgement of previous experience. 
In each section, specific measures due to the impact and policy measures are embedded to 
provide further reasoning for the coping strategy adopted. The conclusion of the findings will 
answer the research questions succinctly and provide a table overview of what strategies were 
adopted and what elements each strategy included. 
 

4.1. Financial impact overview 
All respondents mentioned that they were impacted financially by the pandemic and by the 
government measures in some way. For some it was a brief dip and for others it remained an 
issue. For a few the revenue dropped below 50% of regular levels and for others it remained 
closer to a quarter. To understand why it may have only dipped or remain prolonged, the 
following sections will provide details and provide insight into the coping strategies.  

“For the brick-and-mortar customers it dropped dramatically. We sold like 40% of 
normal. – R2 
“In March it fell 99%. In April we closed places, restaurants. That lasted until August. 
There was some small income all spring but only like 1, 2, 3%. We laid off everybody 
for all this time. On the first of August we met again…and so we are here.” – R3 
“Until now about 50% [loss of revenue]. At least. We’ll know better in November. It’s 

been especially hard when we book artists from abroad. If they cancel a week or two in 
advance, it’s too late to get someone else.” – R4 
“Technically for us the beginning of the crisis was already in February [--] revenue 
dropped like 80%...well not that much but the 60% between mid-March to late April. 
dropped 60%.” – R5 
“Let’s say around one-fifth sales compared to a similar month last year.” – R6 
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For most, the financial impact caused liquidity problems, not only due to the loss of customers 
but also because unfortunate transactions that took place just before or at the start of the 
pandemic. These included big investments in locations or machinery and equipment. 

“We are in a crisis every day because we are cash negative.” – R2 
“An acute effect was the 25% of revenue from restaurant business. That stopped like a 
wall when restaurants closed. And in this business that goes in weekly cycles. So, buying 
stuff weekly. So, when that stopped it stops completely. So, we had to come up with how 
to cover those loses which was quite critical at that point due to the investments we made 
and hiring. So, we had an acute cash flow problem.” – R1 
“We opened up the [x] restaurant at the beginning of March, so just before corona. 
Great… We put a lot of resources into that, so it hit us harder in terms of cash flow.” – 
R7 

To cover some of the lost revenues the growth in takeaway sales helped. 
“40% lower than in January and February. People have left but [food delivery company 
x] increased its share of sales by 10%, helped a bit. We started using [company x in 
location x] and that has brought back 10-15%. Overall, that means our sales are down 
about 30% from January-February.” – R7 

Whether luck, camaraderie or planned, there were ad hoc actions and events that took place that 
lessened the financial impact but did not necessarily have a direct or major impact on the coping 
strategy adopted. Businesses knew that others were going through tough times as well. So many, 
in fact, saw the use of networks growing in importance as respondents eased their contractual 
agreements between partners and clients, building community spirit, and helping those in more 
dire need, thus potentially building stronger relationships between the two parties for the future.  

“As a nuance, they [food delivery company x] lowered their commissions for those 
orders that were ordered by [food delivery company x] but were picked up by the people. 
Shopping malls forgave two months of rent which was nice as well. Good gesture from 
there.” – R7 
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“[Shopping mall x]. There’s new room and new companies… They have planned their 

own food courier service within the mall, like [Food delivery company x] or [Food 
delivery company x] but their own.” – R7 
“We have 500-liter tanks of our beer in both [partner] restaurants. So, this. If I 
remember, we probably brought the most recent tank back and canned it and sold it to 
stores. [--] Some people laid off there have come to help us as temporary workers” – 
R1 
I still see that our union activity [lawyers help] and our landlords have been lenient 
towards us. That keeps us going for some time I believe.” – R4 
“…[Food delivery company x]’s strong sales… I noticed that people who ordered from 

there kind of supported their local entrepreneurs.” – R7 
With take-away specifically, a few emphasized the growth not just in ordering and getting the 
food delivered but also ordering online and picking the food or drinks up themselves. This 
increased margins or revenue streams for relevant respondents. 

“[Food delivery company x] worked well. A lot of calls through there but also a lot of 
people came to pick up food themselves after they called.” – R6 
“I will say that even though some restaurants closed completely, and lunch people [from 
offices] initially stayed home, they luckily found us, and business was ok. Of course, not 
the same as before corona but not terrible. [--] We actually didn’t need to close 
completely so we had takeaway the whole time. But restaurants and seats were closed. 
[--] We started takeaway in [shopping mall x] as well. We had such a small place there 
that we could keep it open but had to hide the chairs. People could come and pickup 
their food.” – R7 

For R6 this went even further by having other startups reach out to them to test out pilots. 
“Some startups have actually reached out to us and we have tested pilots with them for 

example, on user interface and such. From an optimistic standpoint we have learned a 
lot but there is still a lot to learn.” – R6 
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4.2. Initial short-term retrenchment 
While the impact of the crisis differed among the companies interviewed, it was common for 
the companies to cut back on costs early on. This was not only due to having less customers 
coming in but also the government measures that took place tying retrenchment and government 
response closely together. At the start of the pandemic in Finland mid-March, the Finnish 
government ordered all restaurants and bars to be closed for dining for a period until the number 
of new COVID-19 cases decreased. For most even having take-away did not bring the revenues 
back to normal levels. This combination led companies to furlough or lay off most employees.  

“At that [government measures] point we laid off all restaurant staff immediately. Then 
producers and I had 2 weeks to cancel and move gigs. After that me and the CEO were 
the only two at work for the small things.” – R4 
“In May the staff were on summer holidays and if they didn’t have holiday they were 
laid off for June and July.” – R3 
“All employees were furloughed because no one was going to restaurants. There was a 
short time delay with the lockdown and passivity of people. People didn’t use restaurant 

services.” – R5 
“We laid off everybody [--] Laid off but at the same time asked those to come back that 
could handle working on their own and went with “skeleton manning” (minimum 

number of workers possible) for the next few months.” – R7 
“Let’s say we were in the process of hiring at the time, but we stopped. We first wanted 
to see where the situation was going and then get back to hiring and salary issues.” – 
R5 

When the places could open again, many other hygienic measures and limitations were imposed 
by the government that had to be implemented, which implied that not all employees were 
needed. A common response among respondents was the effect on seating, hygiene, and limiting 
the number of people allowed in the premises.  
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“For example, food serving has been rethought due to corona. How it is offered to 
customers, how it is displayed, how to get it to customers as hygienically as possible. [-
-] We made the spaces more spacious, planned how to put people in those spaces to 
make it as safe as possible. – R3 

For a few respondents, help from labor market organizations or unions helped with some 
immediate changes that had to take place but even then, the impact was relatively small. 

“You need to make shifts for three-week periods at a time. So, we live in cycles, but those 
cycles are too long in corona time. We feared that three-week shifts… Okay, [union 
organization] told us we can do it in one-week cycles. The three weeks would have been 
expensive for us.” – R7 
“Yeah, in our business the skeletal method is normal. [--] …And kind of over and 
underestimate [shifts] at times.” – R7 
“We are owned by the [union organization] so that made it a bit easier for us. We have 
their lawyers” – R4 

While all respondents did not say it out loud, the sentiment was similar to that of respondent 4, 
that the measures were potentially too strict.  

“Since June we were allowed to open in a limited capacity. If that was allowed from the 
beginning, we may have not needed to cancel or move all our performances and gigs.” 

– R4 
Additionally, government response had indirect effects as well. For example, R7 had a 
restaurant connected to an indoor activity center located in a mall which remained closed, which 
meant that the restaurant too had to remain closed, forcing retrenchment to take place.  

“In [mall] at the surfing place we have a restaurant that has been closed this whole time 
because the surf place is closed. – R7 

The strong retrenchment action many respondents took at the start of the pandemic may be 
partly contributed to the unexpected nature of the impact of the pandemic and the steps taken 
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by governments. While all respondents were aware of the growing threat of the pandemic in the 
early months of the year either by following the news, from their business partners abroad or 
simply due to a decline in customer numbers, the severe nature was an unknown. Additionally, 
most found the preparatory measures ineffective due to the amount and pace of information 
coming from the government as the pandemic reached Finland. This led to a more ad-hoc 
approach at the start, as is evident in the following samples. 

“No, I don’t know many that could have anticipated this especially in the restaurant 

side or these radical things. Preparation was pretty much zero. We took it a day at a 
time and reacted accordingly. We tried doing some systematic actions and planning, 
but we realized quite quickly that planning was hard and useless, and information was 
changing quickly even during the same day. It required a sense of orderliness and 
presence.” – R6 
“It took five days to make plans, but we didn’t realize to do them early because we 

didn’t believe it could have such a total effect. But the totality came, and it took five 
days for all bookings to be cancelled. We made good hygiene plans for a day or two 
and bought stuff what would be needed for that and plans on what we would do. But 
the calendar emptied up. We thought this would be a super year and didn’t think it 
would turn into such…. we had had so many bookings.” – R5 

When businesses were not able to operate at normal levels, only R3 took the route of building 
up the business from a maintenance standpoint. Comparatively, others still focused on varying 
ways of getting revenue even if they started with retrenchment. This may be understandable as 
R3’s business lost 99% of their normal revenue sales. 

“At the end of the day, we didn’t really have customers except some hotel customers 
who didn’t have any services, just lived there and made their own coffee etc. April went 

with a so-called full-on cleanup of the house and similar. We worked one week remotely, 
and we had a major energy renovation which is still in progress, so I guess there was 
some upside too. That was done then full time, no hurdles.” – R3 
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4.3. Innovation and growth 
A dominant theme arising from interviews was the focus on growth. Those that kept the long-
term perspective with the goal of growth in focus tended to be able to cope better mentally and 
financially with the crisis. Furthermore, these companies often adopted more of an innovation 
coping strategy. For example, R2 kept their marketing efforts active which allowed them to 
grow even if business was slower than expected. R6 saw the pandemic as an enabling factor, 
and R1 rode on previous success. 

“Once again the focus was on growth. We didn’t cut anything. We were still investing 

in the marketing. A few bigger marketing initiatives going on so getting some sales from 
them. [--] …we had a campaign month next so the next month was better, down 30% but 
I think its partially because of campaigning and customers expecting big discounts so 
consumer demand I think has come back to normal” – R2 
“If we think about growth and openings then yes, the projects are going forward and no 

intention to stop them. Whether we will grow at the same pace or not I don’t know but 

we need to keep the pedal on the metal. We see it [pandemic] as an enabling factor.” – 
R6 
We have had continuous growth, so last spring we grew a lot actually, so we just 
prepared for that. If it doesn’t work, then the risk was just that we couldn’t grow as 

much or at all. We didn’t see such bad scenarios happening.” – R1 
Focusing on potential opportunities and sticking to the goal and plan seemed to be favorable to 
respondents even when liquidity was a problem for many, including R2, that had a nothing-to-
lose attitude and had it relatively worse than others in regard to cash flow. 

“…we need to grow and grow cash positive. We couldn’t foresee how big the issue 

would be, but I think pretty early we understood that it did influence yet we thought of 
the long-term perspective. [--] So, we said yeah, something [is] going to happen. What? 
We don’t know but we need still to get more growth from our e-comm. We knew it would 
affect our brick-and-mortar business most likely.” – R2 
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Innovations and stimulus aid fueled growth through the new products and ideas, as is evident in 
the samples below.  

“The concrete business expansion for us was the Senate Square project out of the 

traditional brick-and-mortar which was a big thing for us. It was a big success. We 
opened the same [pizza] oven but smaller and features were quite different but let’s not 

go into detail. We made a “time jump” that would not have been possible except maybe 

in two, three, four years. Now we had to do it, be inventive and grasp opportunism, so 
we tried it with short notice. Even now we are thinking of continuing this and creating 
other ‘event’ expansions.” – R6 
“In July we finally got to go back to normal workdays and times so corona has very 
little effect right now. We have a good number of customers, the employees are happy, 
and we are taking hygiene seriously. In that sense no changes. On the business model 
side, we are keeping takeaway and collaboration with [company x] but that part is small. 
We didn’t have that before. [--] That was a good band aid.” – R5 
“Takeaway sales. Efforts were made to resolve and develop that side as much as 
possible. [--] …bit of buzz on the bar side with the cocktail box collaboration project 
where consumers could buy a box ahead of time and it was then delivered to them.” – 
R6 
“We didn’t make the growth calculations on nothing, so we activated the resources… 

market sales growth to cover the lost 25%... And started marketing heavily to encourage 
people to come to the brewery to buy, so locally. The margin is much better then, 
obviously. That saved us in the short term because the sale from here probably was 10x 
better on a weekly basis than what it was. We got people moving.” – R1 

 
4.4. Government stimulus for perseverance and innovation 

It is worth having a closer look at the stimulus aid provided by the government as it played a 
large part in the innovation coping strategy. The aid the Finnish government provided in the 
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form of grants, subsidies, loans, guarantees and loosening financial restrictions was beneficial 
in keeping companies operational and forced innovation. For some it was simply a relief, 
whereas for others it was a necessity due to the financial impact of the pandemic and restrictions. 
For many the aid from ELY (Economic Development offices) provided direct help to cover 
costs of the pandemic as it was intended. The grants from Business Finland, on the other hand, 
was meant to be used for new activities and ideas for the business.  

“ELY was based on how much revenue we lost so that’s been used for current expenses. 

BF was based on the application we applied for. For us it was about developing our 
franchise business. [--] It was almost necessary, the ELY revenue loss aid. Probably 
because of that we were able to live from hand to mouth. Maybe because of the 
[shopping mall] restaurant investment… Cash flow was zero.” – R7 
“It was a really good boost and relief for us. It inspired us and was an incentive to 

innovate. It allowed us to do what we did even though the situation was bad, but it 
provided time to think about where to improve and it forced us to think which I liked. It 
created an illusion that, I hope, other companies also think about “how do we survive 

and what projects do we start pitching to Business Finland” and then follow through 
with them. For us we have started all projects, some finished and some piloted and some 
even kept after it finished.” – R6 
“And then we utilized the…we have thought about expanding beyond beer so we have 

utilized the Business Finland aid so we can bring those further. Because selling a 
product that is sold just in bars or one that is dependent on groups of people is riskier 
than if it’s e.g. soda. We are trying to expand the portfolio at least a bit. So not too 
dependent on one thing. It’s a long-term thing but we are starting now. BF helped that! 
We are still waiting on a few things from them.” – R1 

However, those that did not receive Business Finland aid oftentimes did not focus on innovating 
but rather on persevering coping strategy at best. While most had applied for both aids, some 
had issues with getting the Business Finland grants due to historical reasons or were simply still 
waiting on it at the time of the interviews.  
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“We applied for Business Finland, but it got denied for historical reasons. We got the 
government aid that all restaurants got. [--] It was very useful. It would have of course 
been harder without, but I think we would have survived even without it.” – R5 

Even though the stimulus aid was shown to be useful for those that took it, a few respondents 
went beyond to hedge their bets by strategically thinking about how else they could fund their 
ideas.  

Whether it [aid] comes through or not, it shows to not have all eggs in one basket. If this 
doesn’t work, we plan on getting private funding to start it. – R1 

For one respondent, the loosened restrictions were utilized, which sped up the loan process from 
the bank. While others did not bring this up, it does not mean other respondents did not utilize 
this benefit. 

“We took a loan from the bank. A working capital loan. [--] “I think we would have 
gotten it [loan] either way but it [loosened requirements] definitely made it faster. 
Finnvera had these backing models that helped.” – R1 

Interestingly, only one respondent did not take any aid offered. They did not feel right in taking 
it because their cash flow was already so much on the negative and they feared the image it 
might give. At the time, there were news articles of some companies taking the aid but not 
needing it. Moreover, the decision for this respondent was also a value judgement, which still 
did not sway their growth mindset. 

“…we thought that there must be other companies that need it more than us. [--] At the 
time there was a lot of bad publicity of companies that did take it [government aid]. We 
were already cash negative, so the situation did not change much for us.” – R2 

Finally, some found the government efforts to go beyond just the necessary and found it helpful 
that the government suggested further sources for aid and assistance. 

“To my knowledge we have gotten all that we have applied for. The government actually 
suggested other aids to us as well so that was nice. It was useful. [--] We wouldn’t have 
made it further than June.” – R4 
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4.5. Perseverance as a coping strategy 
The persevering coping strategy was not found to be as clear cut as retrenchment or innovation. 
By default, if the companies did not change much of their practices or did not see much of an 
effect, they often did not elaborate as much about their actions. On the one hand, there were ad 
hoc innovations: 

“We try to keep things as usual. It’s important to get cash flow at this point. And maybe 
what else. We have a streaming room. So, we stream some events as well but that 
requires still some adjusting with prices. We’ve done ten streams so far. We are one of 
the firsts to do so since we have the equipment. [--] We will probably keep this and try 
to grow it” – R4 
“No major changes to the brick-and-mortar other than efficiency for the future that was 
recognized during the situation. We realized some processes could be more efficient. 
When we had to do it, it taught us. The staff side also showed a certain attitude towards 
work and the work community even improved.” – R6 

On the other hand, there was also a tendency towards cost-cutting even if it was not the focus. 
“We haven’t changed our business. Companies are mainly our customers so changing 
it to consumer-driven is hard, so we intend to stay the same. And not re-recruit but get 
those back who got laid off since we got that subsidy to help.” – R3 

At the strategic operational level, the perseverance strategy was a bit more focused in addition 
to the government-imposed measures on hygiene. To remain operational at relatively normal 
levels, some respondents mentioned the need for changing supplier schedules or the pandemic 
forced them to do so. The changes first dealt with trying to contact partners and suppliers and 
then, for example, ordering more frequently or earlier because of longer lead times due to less 
workers at the suppliers’ end.  

“The earliest we noticed the virus, was when we went to supply chain part as we produce 
once per year ordering and selling abroad in a given window. It takes a few months…so 

we were worried what would happen in those factories and what would happen to our 
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package material, raw materials. We had a few productions coming in, in March and 
June, so we bought more raw materials and packaging beforehand.” – R2 

Even with some focus on prevention to persevere operationally, getting a response from partners 
abroad was difficult and, thus, some interactions came to a halt.  

“Where it has affected is that we have had several discussions of what is going on with 
some b2b contacts, partnerships, but they went frozen.” – R2 
“Some machinery things have been hard to buy [from abroad]. A few investments in 
quality control have been made but we couldn’t bring those to fruition, or it just 

stretched for a long period. Places were closed.” – R1 
At the operational level only R4 had the clearest persevering strategy even with initial cost 
cutting. They took a different approach soon after the initial dip in the hope that the situation 
would not last long by have relatively more staff working there and kept prices the same. 

“…we were allowed to have half capacity. So, in the business sense we should have 

raised prices by double, but we didn’t as it would have been too expensive. Restaurant 

employees we had at 60% capacity and same with other staff. It was harder to get gigs. 
We were a bit surprised even though we expected otherwise.” [We] mostly did not make 

any pricing changes even if economically it would make sense. – R4 
 

4.6. Business as usual through the second wave 
When respondents were asked about how they intend to act should another wave take place or 
about how they saw their future, most responses were quite divided from those cautiously 
hopeful to worried. Even so, most were unsure about how they would change and would rather 
react in the same way, do what they did the first time around. Moreover, it was noticeable that 
the uncertainty of the future climate made it hard to prepare for. Some focused on the daily 
basis, whereas others tried scenario-planning or simply making a mental note.  
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“I think it looks too good to be true at the moment. It could get worse so I would rather 
prepare for that.” – R2 
“We have had a pretty good number of reservations for August already but of course some 
are shrinking, some cancelling and some partly cancelling. Normal operation is currently 
underway.” – R3  
“It was hard to get the first one [gig] because of the potential of cases spreading. [--] Most 
[artists] wanted to move it [their performance] forward but there was the unknown of how 
much ahead. [--] The second wave is already coming as some have cancelled for September. 
Especially from abroad that can’t come here. This makes it hard [to prepare]” – R4 
“Scenarios are done. The best and the worst cases. But on the operational level it doesn’t 

help but to go a day at a time.” – R6 
“I think the hardest times are ahead, unfortunately.” – R1 

Only small changes at the most basic level, such as R5’s response, was suggested cautiously 

focusing on still running with the strategy as was first adopted during the first wave. 
Additionally, this may imply that either the measures taken were good enough or that the 
respondents did not know a better way. They may not have had a good enough understanding 
what the government could do, given the lack of responses of what different policy measures 
could be taken.  

“[the food prices were] Too low perhaps. We counted wrong. It was too low from what 
we first calculated” – R5 

 
4.7. The role of previous crisis experience 

While the focus on this study is less on the resiliency attributes, acknowledging and 
understanding the attitudes of one’s personal or the team’s experience with previous crises may 
contribute to the understanding of the coping strategy adoption choices. With the participants 
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personal definition of a crisis, most describe having some experience in a managing role for 
such or managing colleagues with such experience.  

“I ran a [x] company in Russia from 2006 to 2008 so Russia is a crisis every day. We 
had the 2008 crisis there and customer related ones so if not daily basis at least 
quarterly basis.” – R2 
“Yes, in the 90s recession crisis I was in another company. We had strict adaption 
measures and even changed the business idea. [--] I do still think that I have good crisis 
management experiences. I’m strong as a person and I don’t feel paralyzed in a crisis 

situation but rather act.” – R3 
However, the results are mixed when it comes to whether they find that experience useful for 
such a unique crisis. Some find it helpful mentally and on a practical level, while others find it 
negligibly useful.  

“But this was so unexpected and surprising and, in a way… was not related to economic 

reasons or such but health so it’s been different…can’t really relate it to earlier 

experiences.” – R3 
“Maybe a bit. More on the employment contract side. So that saved time. Related to 
times [shifts] and lay-offs.” – R4 

Even those that believe their experience is more directly helpful in this pandemic, later 
acknowledged that preparations had not been made. 

“Of course, it was known that it will come to Finland at some point but otherwise in 
terms of how it strikes was unknown, so we didn’t know how to prepare.” – R7 
 

4.8. Conclusion on Findings 
The previous sections discussed the findings of the study of the seven case companies, which 
provided insight for the research questions: 
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Q1. What entrepreneurial coping strategies have SMEs in Finland applied during the 
Coronavirus pandemic? 
Q2.1. What adverse effects has the Coronavirus pandemic caused for SMEs in Finland? 
Q2.2. How did policy measures enable and constrain the implementation of entrepreneurial 
coping strategies during the Coronavirus pandemic? 
For the first research question, all three coping strategies are apparent in the companies 
interviewed (Table 2). For most, the initial immediate strategy was retrenchment in the form of 
cost cutting. Persevering was vaguely apparent, mainly shown through convincing themselves 
that they can operate normally even when the level of revenues had dropped significantly. It 
was seen more as surviving rather than business as usual. The innovation coping strategy was 
considered as most successful, in the sense that these companies were financially least affected 
and saw more positive words associated with the discussions. 
For the second research questions, the affects showed through furloughs, major decline in 
customers, liquidity issues, cancellations, and forced operational changed for limited capacity. 
While most of these were out of the control of the company, the mindset and long-term goal 
played a considerable role in the severity of the adverse effects. Additionally, there were 
positive affects as well through ad hoc measures that partners, and stakeholders took to ease the 
impact of the adverse effects. These showed through lowering commissions, sharing work force 
and forgiving rents. While it did not necessarily affect the coping strategy of choice, it may have 
allowed a prolonged survival of the interviewed company. 
For the third research question, the stimulus aid and measures largely enabled and accelerated 
the adoption of an innovation strategy through easier access to capital, loosened restrictions 
towards employee issues and similar. Conversely, it constrained the businesses by reduced 
opening times, number of people allowed on premises, and even temporary change to business 
models which largely led to an initial retrenchment strategy for many. Finally, table 3 gives a 
succinct summary of the elements described above. 
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Table 2 Interviewees entrepreneurial coping strategies 

 
Table 3 Summary of elements associated with the entrepreneurial coping strategies 

  

 
 Coping strategy adopted no. of companies Only Retrenchment  1 Retrenchment + Persevering 2 Persevering + Innovation 2 Retrenchment + Persevering + Innovation 2 
Only Persevering 0 Only Innovation 0 Retrenchment + Innovation 0  

Strategy

Retrenchment

Perseverance

Innovation

Common

• Unexpected Nature & preparation (lack of) usefulness; Reactiveness

• Similar strategy with second wave

• Previous experience (lack of) effects

Elements

• Networks (e.g. working with value chain reduce burden such as rent 

forgiveness)

• Proactivity at Operational Level (e.g. making necessary changes to layout)

• ELY or Non-Business Finland aid to cover costs

cash flow (e.g 4)

• Government Measures (e.g. shutdown leading to loss of customers)

• Type of Business (e.g. B2B)

• Severe Financial Impact (sharp and prolonged drop, layoffs, liquidity 

issues)

• Location of Business (e.g. further from city)

• (Un)lucky (e.g. big transactions before crisis)

• Value chain issues (e.g. deals on hold)

• Luck or Camraderie (e.g. ad hoc actions for group benefit, helping others)

• Innovations (e.g. Take-away)

• Attitude (e.g. growth mindset)

• Goal Setting (e.g. Focus on long term)

• Business Finland Aid and Proactive Measures of Government
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5. Discussion 
For the discussion section, the findings are put into context of the previous research to 
understand the significance of the findings of this research and understanding its meaning. The 
first part discusses the coping strategies adopted which is then followed by the implications of 
the adverse effects and the policy decisions.  
 

5.1. Strategic and crisis management  
The first main contribution of this study is to the field of strategic and crisis management. With 
the focus on Wenzel et al. (2020) suggested responses, this study supports their work and thus 
prevalence of the strategies mentioned in crisis situations. However, this study did not find any 
exit cases which may be due to the early stage of the pandemic. This study diverts from Wenzel 
et al. (2020) but contributes to Kraus et al. (2020) by suggesting that these strategies are not 
necessarily adopted individually but simultaneously or may change, even quickly follow 
another strategy after initial shocks (Table 2). Additionally, while Kraus et al. (2020) found 
many family firms to follow a purely persevering strategy, most of this study’s cases followed 

a mix of strategies with an emphasis on retrenchment. This difference may be due to the 
industries chosen. In this study, the cases were among the hardest hit in the economy, whereas 
Kraus, et al. (2020) took a more general view with family firms. For the hardest hit industries, 
they probably could not afford to simply wait and see, which is why a mix of strategies can be 
seen.  
With regards to the usefulness of the experience from previous crises and its help in planning 
for COVID-19 response, the mixed results cannot conclusively contribute to Spillan and 
Hough’s (2003) findings. However, Runyan (2006) and Herbane’s (2010) note on the focus on 

the response in their work is in this study as well, where planning was considered as negligible 
or simply not useful. Further, the improvisation that was needed for a rapid response can also 
be seen in Pearson and Clair’s (1998) work. This is closely linked to the findings of Williams 

(2017) with regards to informational complexity as a reason for a trigger event to happen. While 
this was not the case nor the nature of this study, an interesting parallel is apparent as the need 
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for improvisation in response to the trigger event and the following fast-paced informational 
complexity occurring. 
This study did not specifically address temporal issues, but rather mainly focused on the short 
term, diverting from the contributions of Kraus et al (2020). This allows for a more pragmatic 
immediate help for companies that need to survive a second wave or who are limited in time for 
a response. While doing so, temporality is a limitation and a suggestion for future research. 
Similarly, while it is important to adapt business models in crisis situations, Kuckertz et al., 
(2020) and Kraus et al. (2020) did not explicitly differentiate between short term and longer 
term.  
Digitalization and its effect were not explicitly discussed in this study compared to Kraus et al. 
(2020), but some benefits can be seen from the ease of setting up food delivery via digital means. 
Further, personal relationships (Branicki et al., 2018) were not emphasized in the adoption of a 
coping strategy in this study although ad hoc benefits could be seen. However, to a much smaller 
extent, this was compared to the benefits seen among family firms (Kraus et al., 2020). Rather, 
in some cases, negative outcomes were occasionally seen when previous experience with 
government aid programs had gone sour. 
 

5.2. SME (crisis) research 
The second contribution is towards SME crisis research specifically. While most implications 
may overlap with strategic and crisis management research in general, there are a few additional 
points worth considering. 
Another reason why we can see clear distinctions to Kraus, et al. (2020), besides industry, is the 
size of the companies in question. While family firms were often larger and long-term oriented, 
small businesses are subject to liability of smallness and newness (Freeman et al., 1983). This 
may have also led to the larger focus on the retrenchment coping strategy rather than innovation 
or persevering since these types of companies often have less resources and rely on outside help 
(Eggers, 2020). However, as will be discussed in the policy-related contribution, outside help 
shows useful results and implications. 
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The lack of preparation or planning may also be affected or decided upon due to the size of the 
company. The focus on the response, as touched upon above, may be because of small business 
vulnerabilities to cash flows liquidity, lack of access to capital for recovery, and federal 
assistance issues (Runyan, 2006), all of which can be seen in this study. Furthermore, 
improvisation as a response (Pearson and Clair, 1998) is also more common for small businesses 
due to their flexibility and potential lack of structure, which is supported in this study. 
Similar to Kraus et al. (2020), the long-term orientation or entrepreneurial growth mindset of 
the company tended to contribute towards a more persevering and more likely innovation 
strategy in this study. This is in line with Eggers (2020) and Hong et al. (2012) who saw 
proactive postures, such as entrepreneurial orientation and market orientation of small 
businesses, help address market opportunities arising from crises, better. In fact, the adoption 
of an innovation coping strategy was considered as most successful in terms of survival in the 
short term for small businesses in this study. This adds to Kuckertz et al. (2020) arguments from 
above that focusing on adapting the business model and internal restructuring through relations, 
financial capabilities and policy support, allows for pursuit of new opportunities in the context 
of innovative startups. 
 

5.3. COVID-19 crisis and policy research 
The third contribution is to the COVID-19 research and policy discussions revolving around 
them. The findings of this research provide a better general understanding of what is happening 
to businesses and initial steps on what to do about it. 
Kuckertz et al. (2020) first- and second-order categories for adversities are generally supported 
by this study. Besides liquidity issues, hurdles to personnel recruitment, and disruption to 
supplier contacts to name a few, the scope of this study does not reach all aspects regarding 
implications. For example, Kuckertz et al. (2020) sees liquidity issues leading to potential 
failure. This may be the case, but as was noted earlier, this study examined short-term effects. 
Additionally, minor differences in categorizations can be seen. For example, in this study, the 
categorization of life-saving measures is related to more of a retrenchment coping strategy, 
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whereas, it is considered as non-development by Kuckertz et al. (2020), which can imply a 
perseverance coping strategy.  
What was overlooked in the literature review, was the explicit yet ad hoc positive effects from 
a crisis that was raised in this study. For example, the unprompted forgiving of rents and 
innovation of grouping orders through a shopping mall -specific application was a positive 
surprise. These positive ad hoc effects may have occurred due to the severity and abruptness of 
the crisis as well as realization that working together can be beneficial for the long term. 
The major effect of the policy decisions on the coping strategy adoption was more prevailing 
than the researcher expected. This misalignment in its prevalence shows in the lack of focus on 
policy related research mentioned. From recent research only Kuckertz et al., (2020) discuss 
policy implications in more detail. This study concurs with them in regard to the importance of 
policy decisions and its large effect on small businesses including measures not just for the short 
term but the need to continue the support for the longer term for growth, specifically since long-
term orientation seems to be more effective as a coping mechanism. This study goes further by 
agreeing with the other side as well (see e.g. Kraus et al., 2020): it can also limit businesses 
greatly through, for example, limiting customer flows through shutdowns and related 
limitations. With that said, policy mechanisms can be expected to emerge as a more dominant 
point of discussion in future crisis research, especially pandemic level crises.  
 

6. Conclusion 
6.1. Summary and Contributions 

The purpose of this study was to examine the entrepreneurial coping strategies of small 
businesses in Finland during the COVID-19 crisis. The research method was multiple case 
studies for which the companies remained anonymous due to the sensitive nature. Seven semi-
structured interviews with top management in some of the hardest hit industries including 
restaurant and hospitality, were conducted for data collection. 
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The findings of the study showed that there is a combination of entrepreneurial coping strategies 
adopted after the initial shock of the crisis. The strategies used included retrenchment or cost 
cutting, persevering or business as usual, and innovation or creating something new. Initially, 
retrenchment was most common among interviewees as there were a lot of unknowns and 
limitations set by the government. Perseverance was less visible and was seen more as survival 
rather than ability to operate normally. Finally, innovation was considered as most successful 
in regard to minimizing impact of the pandemic.  
Further, the understanding of the adverse effects the pandemic had on businesses and policy 
implications from the government provides practical value for businesses and society alike. 
While small businesses cannot influence much the adverse effects that occur in the moment of 
a crisis, the entrepreneurial orientation of longevity and growth correlates with a lesser impact. 
Additionally, small businesses are greatly influenced by government policy both enhancing and 
hindering the impact of the pandemic.  
Based in this study, it is suggested that small businesses try to follow an innovation strategy as 
much as possible, i.e., a long-term orientation and a focus on long-term goals. Additionally, this 
means creating new sources of revenue where possible. Moreover, asking for outside help, 
applying for aid including investments, grants, and more flexible loans may prove to be useful. 
Understandably, cutting costs may feel bad initially, but may provide time to consider a more 
innovation-leaning strategy for the later. Finally, this study shows that it is not worth spending 
too much time planning on how to react to a crisis since the information flows were changing 
rapidly and government measures were unknown.   
 
 6.2. Limitations and future research 
While the intent of this research was to uphold integrity throughout the process and to provide 
quality information, it is necessary to recognize some limitations and suggestions for future 
research.  
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First, the aim of the multiple case study was to get a relatively even distribution of companies 
in hard-hit industries in Finland. Despite the aim, the sample was relatively skewed towards 
restaurants and similar. This may be due to the size of hospitality companies (hotels) being a 
part of a bigger chain or simply having more than 50 employees pushing them out of the small 
business category. Another reason may be the lack of time executives had to deal with a 
researcher as the crisis was still causing confusion on hospitality measures and planning as these 
businesses often rely on tourism. Similarly, since the data collection took place mainly during 
the late summer, and the pandemic was ongoing, only preliminary and short-term findings are 
explored. Together these may limit the generalizability of the research. Future research in both 
cases could take place after the pandemic or over a longer term, which would provide additional 
findings, not known currently. These may show up as various policy impacts, could provide 
additional insight in the mechanisms to adopting a coping strategy or consequences of the 
adoption of the strategies. 
Second, resilience as a major research stream was left at a minimal focus due to the 
philosophical approach on practicality and, thus, more immediate value to other companies 
learning from this study. Due to the long temporal nature it takes to build resilience and the 
current context of still being in a pandemic, it is understandable that resilience was less of a 
focus. Just as this study provides some insight the adverse effects, what may work and what 
does not, as the crisis passes, there will be ample opportunities to study how to make small 
businesses more resilient. 
Third, while this study focused on the company level impact, effects, and actions in a specific 
country, more studies are needed comparing impacts and actions in different countries in order 
to gain insight on regional differences and similarities. Providing either a societal level or 
individual level analysis will further the crisis management research realm. Finally, while this 
study did provide some specifics of what a small business can do to adopt a certain strategy, 
more research is needed on the effectiveness of the mechanisms long-term viability. Similarly, 
while acceleration of digitalization was apparent during the crisis, a closer examination of this 
could be useful.  
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8. Appendices 
Appendix 1: Interview Questions and Structure 
The set of interview questions and structure was inspired by Alves et al. (2020). The questions 
are only direction giving and have the flexibility to change the order or allow for deviation. 

1. Demographic: Position, sector, no of employees, annual sales, main products, age of 
firm, years in firm 

2. Crisis management mechanisms: “Have you involved in any of crisis management 

mechanisms?  (e.g., monitor, identify and handle any crisis events directly).  Be specific. 
Please elaborate.” 

Pre crisis (detection) 
3. Identifying the crisis: “How did your firm identify the crisis before it occurred or was it 

completely unexpected?” 
4. Crisis prevention: “What types of planning crisis prevention measures did your firm 

actually have?” 
5. Contingency planning: “What specific contingency plans did your firm have to prevent 

the crisis or minimize the negative impacts? If not, what do you think your firm could 
have done for the better?” 

During crisis (occurrence) 
6. Response: “How did your company respond when the shutdown happened?” 
7. Usefulness of measures: “Did your firm find that crisis planning measures actually 

useful in crisis event? If not, why not? What are/could have been better crisis managing 
measures in your opinion?” 

8. Government aid: “What was the role of government aid for you? Was it essential?” 
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Post-crisis 
9. Recovery: “Now that things are opened up again, what does/did your firm plan to 

do/actually do to recover from the crisis? If elaboration needed: “…or even convert the 

crisis into new development opportunities?” 
10. Strategy: “Has your strategy changed given where you see the world/Finland going/A 

potential for a second wave? 
11. Open ending: “Is there something else you would like to add that I missed?” 


