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Crisis management in the hospitality sector SMEs in Pakistan 
during COVID-19   

Abstract 

The COVID-19 pandemic has delivered one of the worst economic shocks in modern history 

and the hospitality sector has been severely affected. Since small businesses from the 

hospitality sector are known to be relatively more susceptible to the economic complications 

arising from a crisis, we explore the underlying factors and management practices that 

influence their continuity of operations as they continue to struggle with the on-going 

COVID-19 crisis in Pakistan. Using a phenomenological approach, in-depth interviews were 

conducted to comprehend the experiences of owners-managers. The findings show that 

government support, cordial relationships with stakeholders, self-determination of 

entrepreneurs and formal planning are the most crucial factors that shaped the immediate 

adjustments of operational activities in response to COVID-19. These resilient practices are 

hygiene concerns, increased promotion through social media, innovative marketing practices 

(e.g., revised offerings), operational cost-cutting and employee training to comply with 

changing standard operating procedures from the government and industry. The practical and 

theoretical implications are also discussed.  

 

Keywords: Crisis management; Resilience; Business continuity; Hospitality; Restaurants; 

Pakistan  
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1. Introduction 

The global economy is experiencing severe cutbacks arising from Severe Acute Respiratory 

Syndrome Coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2) (Kuckertz et al., 2020). Worldwide, over three 

million people have died with COVID-19 as of December 2020 (Worldometers, 2020) and 

measures taken by hard-hit countries to contain the virus (e.g., lockdown and social 

distancing) resulted in major economic impact (GDA, 2020). According to OECD (2020), the 

global economy shrank somewhere from 2.4% to 2.9% and unemployment is expected to 

surge to levels surpassing the 2008 financial crisis.  

Compared to other sectors, hospitality sector remained worst affected as global and local 

travel declined amid mandated lockdowns.  In particular, the small to medium-sized 

enterprises (SMEs) were worst-hit given their size, scarce resources and limited cash flows. 

Sectors such as hotels and food services, retail, entertainment and manufacturing are 

characterized by SMEs that are susceptible to such social and economic restrictions 

(McKinsey & Company, 2020).  

The economic impact of COVID-19 has been felt more profoundly in the developing 

economies. For instance, the government of Pakistan suspended most economic activities 

amid a strict lockdown for two months starting in the last week of March 2020. Only some 

businesses dealing in essential products and services like grocery retailers, online food 

services and pharma companies were allowed to function with stringent SOPs (Sustainable 

Development Policy Institute, 2020). In the capital cities of Punjab (the largest province of 

Pakistan), the law enforcement agencies have been enforcing SOPs related to the business 

continuity during lockdown while several businesses were fined or suspended for violations 

(The News, 2020). While these efforts were targeted at saving lives, very little regard has 

been given to saving livelihoods for SMEs which have been regarded as growth engine of 

developing countries like Pakistan (Burhan et al., 2020; Naz et al., 2016). Initial estimates 

suggested that in the aftermath of COVID-19 pandemic, around 1.42 million SMEs were 

faced with a 50% decline in revenues (Sustainable Development Policy Institute, 2020).   

Amid playing a pivotal role in the economic prosperity, SMEs are usually most susceptible in 

times of crisis (Lu et al., 2020) because of lack of preparedness, short-term and limited cash 

flows, and inability to mobilize resources strategically (Runyan, 2006). The existing literature 

provides some explanations concerning barriers to SME development and growth, 

antecedents of their failures, and the impact of disasters including recovery mechanisms 
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(Doern and Goss, 2013; Lee and Cowling, 2013). Although there is little research related to 

crisis management in SMEs (Doern, 2016), studies tend to focus on the recovery mechanisms 

following the natural disasters like floods and earthquakes (Hystad and Keller, 2006; Lu et 

al., 2020). The omission of contexts related to epidemics (for exceptions see Chien and Law, 

2003; Tse et al., 2006) is precarious since they are relatively distinct from environmental 

hazards in terms of impact on business continuity. Furthermore, where environmental hazards 

are likely to ravage infrastructures and are usually confined to specific areas, epidemics and 

pandemics can have greater and enduring impacts on both population and economy (Santos et 

al., 2013).           

Baker et al. (2020) noted that as a result of COVID-19, household spending increased sharply 

particularly in retail, credit card spending, and on food items. Consumers in the United States 

are more inclined towards preparing food at home or ordering online, consequently 

marginalizing spending on restaurants. Although similar research in the context of developing 

countries is scarce, the case appears to be very similar in Pakistan from an anecdotal point of 

view. Due to social distancing and partial lockdowns during COVID-19, restaurants were 

forced to close down for dine-in but open for takeout and home delivery. In a developing 

country like Pakistan with consumer base of roughly 200 million, the food industry is the 

second largest that also accommodates around 16 percent of the total employment among 

SMEs. Pakistan is also the eighth largest market in the world for fast-food and food-related 

entities (Memon, 2016). Recognizing the acute importance of restaurants and food-related 

outlets in Pakistan, the sector has attracted little attention regarding crisis management. 

Moreover, in response to the ease in lockdowns and enforcement of SOPs from the 

government of Pakistan, it is vital to learn and disseminate the factors and practices that are 

shaping business continuity in restaurants and food-related outlets amid high economic 

uncertainty and fears of a second wave of COVID-19.  

Considering the importance of restaurants both within the SMEs as well as in the hospitality 

industry, this study aims to explore crisis management practices during COVID-19 pandemic 

in restaurants. The focus is on the developing countries, also considered as emerging 

economies. Pakistan, one of the largest consumer markets in terms of population, is studied 

as a case-in-point. The paper explores the challenges caused by COVID-19 and unravels the 

strategic and operational responses of restaurants and food-related outlets to the uncertain 

economic environment following COVID-19.  

This study followed an inductive, phenomenological approach to record the descriptive 
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accounts of owners-managers concerning their experiences and practices used in dealing with 

the crisis. This study in crisis management in hospitality is, to our knowledge, a rather 

unprecedented one as it particularly focuses on SMEs in hospitality sector and that too in 

often less-researched developing markets. The research was conducted during the COVID-19 

pandemic. This makes it a potentially useful contribution to the literature of crisis 

management especially in the context of COVID-19. It can be safely assumed that given the 

pervasiveness of the crisis, COVID-19 will attract significant research in the coming years in 

hospitality industry where its impact has been felt most profoundly. In this regard, this study 

offers pioneering insights of practical and theoretical value.  

Lastly, we aim to learn rich explanations from the owners-managers of restaurants in terms of 

their anticipation of the crisis, the effects on their business and responsive measures and 

practices that reflected resilience to the ongoing crisis. We also explore the socio-economic 

factors (e.g., role of government support, individual determination) that shape those 

measures/practices. The findings of this study offer important implications for small business 

owners and managers considering the growing fears of further waves of COVID-19 

worldwide including Pakistan. 

2. Crisis management and resilience: review and agenda 

Rooted in the historical proposition of crisis (Hermann, 1963), the organization-centered 

definitions proposed in the contemporary work remain largely consistent (Frandsen and 

Johansen, 2010). A crisis refers to an unforeseen and unanticipated incident that can 

jeopardize the attainment of strategic goals in the context of short decision response times 

available to management (Hermann, 1963; Rosenthal, 2003). Similarly, Pauchant and Mitroff 

(1990) conceived a crisis as an unexpected disruption that can threaten the system of an 

organization and consequently its existence. Noticing their frequent occurrences and impact, 

crises are now central to the discourse of organizational studies (Orchiston et al., 2016). From 

the global financial crisis of 2008 to natural disasters like Hurricane Katrina in 2005, 

devastating floods in Pakistan in 2010, acts of vandalism such as London riots of 2011 and 

the ongoing conflicts in the Middle East, crises can be perplexing in nature with protracted 

repercussions.  

Scholarly work concerning responses of organizations (including pre and post planning) to a 

crisis, both at the strategic and operational level, revolves around two key concepts of ‘crisis 

management’ and ‘resilience’ (Doern et al., 2019). Although differences have emerged in the 
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literature on both (e.g., actors involved in the response, active, or reactive approach, focus on 

pre/post planning), they largely represent the same underlying philosophy of recovery 

management (Williams et al., 2017). At organizational level, crisis management refers to the 

strategic planning (including operational coordination) to prepare for, and respond to, the 

perils that may cause a halt or disruption of  operational activities (Herbane, 2013).  

The nature and extent of planning, preventive strategic measures and practices, the role of 

stakeholders including communities, and post-crisis organizational learning have been the 

foci of crisis management literature (Williams et al., 2017). A limited and context-specific 

but preeminent emphasis in the literature, however, is evident concerning the role of actors 

(individuals, organizations and communities) in downplaying the disruptions caused by a 

crisis (Herbane, 2013; Spillan and Hough, 2003).  

Recognizing the crucial role of managers during a crisis, Pauchant and Mitroff (1990) 

suggested that scholarly work reflects more apparent issues of strategic planning and 

structural implementations but overlooks the role of beliefs, values and determination of 

senior managers directly exposed to the crisis. Subsequently,  Pauchant and Mitroff (1992) 

proposed a crisis preparation framework that included five stages: (i) signal detection 

(anticipation), (ii) preparation (capacity building e.g., training), (iii) containment (restricting 

further repercussions), (iv) recovery (operational activities to regain control/alignment) and 

(v) learning (indicators of firm-performance during the crisis). Although different 

frameworks have surfaced in the last three decades manifesting the stages of crisis 

management, the inclusion of three phases is common, i.e., (i) pre-crisis (focusses on 

planning in terms of anticipation and identifying the impact of crisis), (ii) during-crisis 

(implementation of preventive measures), (iii) post-crisis (consolidating on the key choices 

for organizational learning) (see Bundy et al., 2017; Pergel and Psychogios, 2013; Hošková-

Mayerová, 2016). Given that the COVID-19 pandemic was not anticipated by businesses 

worldwide and that they are now directly exposed to its effects, the foci of researchers is 

likely to be on during and post-crisis behavior (Kuckertz et al., 2020).     

Likewise, critical to our comprehension of dealing with crises is the notion of ‘resilience’. 

The concept of resilience has emerged in different disciplines varying from social sciences to 

ecology. Across these disciplines, there is a somewhat similar underlying philosophy to crisis 

management planning and practices, whereby slight distinctions are noted with regards to its 

application in varying contexts (Brown et al., 2017; Folke et al., 2010; Richard Eiser et al., 

2012). Hence, it is pertinent to highlight that a universal understanding of resilience is not 
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possible since the frameworks that have appeared in literature so far are highly tailored to 

unique contexts (e.g. populations, level of analysis)  (Brown et al., 2017; Nowell et al., 2013).  

Moreover, for tourism and hospitality sectors, frameworks tend to be recovery-centric for 

known natural short-lived disasters (Becken, 2013; Orchiston et al., 2016). Given the 

prolonged and complicated nature of COVID-19, limited and sectional literature concerning 

crisis management in small/family restaurants and characterization of small entities by a lack 

of formal planning (planned resilience) due to resource constraints, an improved 

understanding of contextual reactive approaches to crisis management (adaptive resilience) in 

small firms is crucial (for a detailed account on adaptive and planned resilience, see 

Orchiston et al., 2016). 

With regard to planning, containment, and recovery, a salient shift can be observed in the 

literature emphasizing the capacity of firms to develop resilience in order to absorb pressures 

that are posed by external and internal threats (Herbane, 2013; Somers, 2009). Resilience 

focuses on developing processes by which the actors are able to identify, adapt and utilize 

resources to counter disruptions before, during, and after the crisis for reliable functioning 

(Williams et al., 2017). Moreover, it urges organizations and their employees to develop a 

rather ‘unusual’ approach to regain control swiftly (Linnenluecke, 2017; Vogus and Sutcliffe, 

2012). This approach signifies the notion of ‘bricolage’ that argues for on-the-spot solutions 

to disruptions caused by a crisis to restore order (see Weick, 1993).  

Within the realm of crisis management, the concept of Business Continuity Management 

(BCM) has emerged during the last two decades. BCM highlights the importance of 

mobilizing organizational resources by urging businesses to formalize, structure, and allocate 

resources in the event of a crisis such that the adversity is mitigated efficiently (Herbane, 

2013). The notion is primarily based upon disaster recovery and contingency management 

through a ‘reactive’ strategy (Brown et al., 2017; Faisal et al., 2020). Furthermore, the focus 

of BCM tends to be on the individuality of a firm (a resource-based view) in terms of creating 

resilience by active mobilization of resources. Kato and Charoenrat (2018) suggest that BCM 

may significantly help to mitigate the risks in SMEs since the planning and execution of 

disaster recovery practices are well-thought-out and context-specific. A combined notion 

including both BCM and resilience is crucial to the study of crisis management in small 

businesses since resourcefulness has been identified as an imperative antecedent of their 

resilience (Dahlberg and Guay, 2015).   
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There is a dearth of literature concerning crisis management in small businesses since more 

attention has been given to larger organizations (Herbane, 2013; Doern et al., 2019). Since 

small firms are more vulnerable to an unanticipated crisis given their limited cash flows, 

unavailability of crisis management teams and a lack of formal planning (Asgary et al., 

2012), the paucity of research in this area is surprising (for exceptions see Davidsson and 

Gordon, 2016; Doern, 2016; Galbraith and Stiles, 2006; Williams et al., 2017; Israeli and 

Reichel, 2003). Doern (2016) highlighted the significance of recovery management in small 

businesses since they play a paramount role in driving and accelerating a country’s economy 

after a crisis. Although a growing interest in the last decade can be seen in terms of exploring 

issues related to crisis management in SMEs (Doern et al., 2019; Kuckertz et al., 2020), the 

role and importance of innovative and iterative approaches to micro-level practices (e.g., 

marketing, employment) in a crisis caused by a pandemic remains untouched.  

Looking at the limited literature regarding crisis management and resilience in small 

businesses, most studies concentrate on the pre-crisis improvement and alignment of 

resources to withstand in the events of a crisis (Korber and McNaughton, 2018). However, a 

handful have examined the responses of actors in terms of contextual alignment of resources 

to ensure the continuity of operations during disruptions (Doern et al., 2019). For instance, 

Bullough et al. (2014) explained how individuals can capitalize on their entrepreneurial 

intentions out of a calamity during wartime. Similarly, Martinelli et al. (2018) found that 

small firms with the ability to create opportunities out of the resources at hand were more 

resilient to the disruptions during an earthquake crisis. Ingirige et al. (2008) noted that SMEs’ 

individual and collective attitudes considerably influence their recovery activities. Moreover, 

the determination of owners-managers to survive during times of crisis reflects positively on 

stakeholders (including communities) that enhance a firm’s ability to absorb and mitigate 

pressures. A positive and informed culture that fosters clarity, fairness, inclusion and 

information sharing can also create resilience in small firms in the events of crisis (Weick and 

Sutcliffe, 2007).  

Expanding further on the antecedents of crisis management and business continuity in small 

firms, Stecke and Kumar (2009) highlighted that a cordial relationship with trading partners 

in a supply chain is crucial to the success of a small firm in terms of rising above the 

challenges posed by a crisis. Similarly, innovative marketing practices are also critical to a 

firm’s success in times of crisis (Kuckertz et al., 2020). Cutting expenses by reducing the 

working hours of employees is also considered effective to scale-down the adversity during a 
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natural crisis (Irvine and Anderson, 2004). Runyan's (2006) investigation of the recovery 

management processes in small businesses in response to Hurricane Katrina found that 

limited cash flows, inadequate and ineffective communications, and a lack of ability to deal 

with utility services shutdown were the prominent contributors to their vulnerability. 

However, the owners who were able to think and act innovatively soon after the crisis, 

experienced a consistency in sales.  

Although, most of the disaster and crisis management studies have theorized engineer-

oriented all-hazards theories, the hospitality sector literature concerning crisis management is 

predominantly guided by management-oriented perspectives (Hao et al., 2020; Lettieri et al., 

2009). Jia et al. (2012), for instance, adopted crisis management theory to assert the 

importance of information and communication flow among different stakeholders. Similarly, 

Wang and Wu (2018) proposed a model guided by theory of planned behavior that underpins 

the beliefs and psychological factors of stakeholders while experiencing a crisis. Similarly, 

Ritchie (2008) adopted chaos theory to comprehend the challenging and complex facets of 

crisis management in hospitality and tourism.  

The literature concerning crisis management in the hotel industry confirms an absence of 

contingency plans whereby the recovery/responsive practices are primarily reactive in their 

nature. The most common reactive resilience is shown by practices such as innovation 

through newer technologies for communication, strong cordial relationships with external 

stakeholders, enhanced marketing efforts, dedicated employee trainings and specialist 

hygiene protocols (Garrido-Moreno et al., 2021; Sigala, 2020). For instance, flexible and 

innovative practices of restaurants in Singapore in response to the SARS (Severe Acute 

Respiratory Syndrome) epidemic helped them to resume operations promptly. These 

practices were largely focused on the domestic market, employee training and infrastructural 

changes including support from the local government (Henderson, 2007; Tse et al., 2006).  

With regards to the extant crisis literature in the hospitality sector, less attention has been 

paid to the mid-crisis recovery stage. The prominent resilient practices discussed in this stage 

relate to human resources, service provision, marketing and customer relations. It is pertinent 

to note that the identification and role of factors that shape a unique set of resilient practices 

in a crisis are underexplored (Leta and Chan, 2021). For instance, an effective leadership 

style (internal factor) in hotels during a crisis can facilitate a fluid communication (resilient 

practices) among employees and customers. Similarly, the entrepreneurial orientation of the 

owners/managers can facilitate innovation/improvisation in the operational processes and 
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employee relations during the times of a crisis (Hao et al., 2020b). The seminal work 

concerning crisis management in the hospitality sector amid COVID-19 crisis is 

predominantly inclined towards the hotel and tourism sectors and the empirical evidence 

relating to the recovery management practices within small restaurants is almost non-existent. 

The available literature, however, acknowledges that COVID-19 has overall affected the 

DNA of hospitality sector since it is not comparable to the previous short-lived events (Pillai 

et al., 2021; Rivera, 2020). 

Since COVID-19 triggered an unprecedented chain of adversity, the economic impact has 

been felt across developed and developing countries. Without doubt, small businesses are 

likely to play a central role in the economic recovery of every affected country. Therefore, 

pressing and progressive research concerning crisis management practices in firms associated 

with the hospitality sector is crucial for the industry revival.  

3. Methodology 

3.1. Research design 

Considering the scope of research problem at hand, the focus was to unravel the 

multidimensional experiences of hospitality entrepreneurs during the COVID-19 crisis. The 

investigation was thus designed as an exploratory study using qualitative research that would 

enable seeing the experience through the subjects’ eyes (Bryman, 2012). The 

multidimensional experiences that were explored covered the anticipation of the crisis, the 

actions taken, and apprehensions of the future outlook for the business environment.  

Among different qualitative research techniques available for exploring these experiences, a 

phenomenological approach is best suited as it explicates the lived experiences of a certain 

phenomenon (Laverty, 2008; Starks and Trinidad, 2007). This is established in comparative 

reviews of qualitative approaches where a phenomenological approach is deemed suitable for 

understanding the lived experiences more than influence of social processes (Goulding, 2005; 

Starks and Trinidad, 2007).  

In qualitative research across disciplines like hospitality and marketing, studies employing 

phenomenological interviews have increased steadily over the years (Goulding, 2005; 

Kirillova, 2018; Robinson et al., 2014). Likewise, the phenomenological approaches are 

commonly employed in entrepreneurial studies where unraveling and comprehending the 

experiences of entrepreneurs are important (Doern, 2016). An interesting case-in-point for 
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using phenomenological methods is in scenarios where the crisis gets unfolded like a ‘natural 

experiment’ (see Martinelli et al., 2018). In the case of the crisis studied in this paper, the 

pandemic and mandatory lockdown unfolded for hospitality entrepreneurs similar to a 

‘natural experiment’ that can be explored as a lived experience. The sudden and unexpected 

shock of a pandemic was unprecedented at least in the last several decades. Businesses 

closing, one way or the other, and uncertainty looming over economic prospects aggravated 

the ‘experiential’ part of pandemic as a phenomenon (Eggers, 2020).  

3.2. Sample  

Participants in the study were SME business owners or managers in the Pakistani hospitality 

and non-probability sampling was used such that participants were included to match the 

research objectives (Bryman, 2012). Participants were based in Lahore, Pakistan’s second 

largest city, which is a hub for the hospitality sector. Since lockdown was enforced 

throughout the city, like the rest of the country, it was safe to presume that all respondents 

had experienced the crisis in one way or another. Restaurants were only invited to participate 

if they offered at least two out of the three typical modes of dine-in, takeaway, and home 

delivery. This was to learn any differences that might have been experienced in operations or 

services from a managerial standpoint.  

The participants who were interviewed were either the owners or managers of restaurants. In 

either case, the interviewee would be equivalent of either a Chief Executive Officer or Chief 

Operating Officer of a large-sized business who was responsible for the business operations 

and planning. The term “owner-manager” thus reflects all the interviewed participants. Of the 

16 owners-mangers that took part in the study, all were male and most were aged 40 and 

under. Four businesses had fewer than 10 employees and seven had 10 to 19 employees. 

Table 1 presents the profile demographics of participants. 

[Insert Table 1 near here] 

3.3. Data collection 

The semi-structured interview questions for data collection focused on different aspects of the 

crisis. They were developed in a way that allowed participants to share their experience in 

their own business setting. The questions were reviewed by a colleague outside the research 

team to help ensure that local context and the communication style of local business 

community were reflected in the interview protocol.  
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As part of the engagement strategy, the interviews were conducted during June 2020 when 

the effect of COVID-19 crisis and lockdown were clearly being felt. Conducting interviews 

during the event meant that the experiences could be shared more profoundly. The approach 

used is similar to phenomenological studies on crises (e.g. Doern, 2016; Runyan, 2006). In 

particular, the restaurants had gone through both the unprecedented stringent lockdown as 

well as Ramadan (Muslim month of fasting). In the latter, restaurant activities are generally 

different due to the religious ritual of fasting during the day. Despite businesses experiencing 

cyclical easing and enforcement of lockdown, overall business activity was limited across the 

country and restaurants were no exception.  

Interviews were conducted after reviewing the profile of restaurant in terms of its offering 

and the specific nature of business. The context of study was explained to the participant 

owners-managers at the onset emphasizing that discussion would focus on the COVID-19 

crisis. They were asked to freely share their experience of the crisis and how it had affected 

their business especially since the mandatory lockdown was enforced in March 2020. All the 

owners-managers invited to participant consented to the interview with the understanding of 

anonymity of their business’ names and having the interview being transcribed by the 

interviewee. Each interview took about 15 to 25 minutes. Interviewees shared details rather 

candidly about their experiences. Appropriate safety measures were employed during the 

face-to-face interviews.  

3.3. Analysis 

From the different options available for analysis in phenomenological studies, this study 

followed Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis or IPA (Kirillova, 2018). The analysis 

involved reviewing the transcribed notes and developing superordinate themes that were 

aggregated to find commonalities across different respondents. The analysis helped recreate 

the experiences and more importantly aggregated the interpretations from different 

participants into themes that seemed pertinent to the COVID-19 crisis in particular and may 

be generalized to any other crisis. 

During the interviews, it was noted that after about ten interviews, the responses were largely 

similar. Observing the repetition, it was deemed appropriate to conclude after completing 16 

interviews (Creswell, 2014; Francis et al., 2009). Different questions in the semi-structured 

interviews related to three themes that can be considered as superordinate themes in the 

process of IPA. The key findings categorized in these three superordinate themes are 
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discussed in the next section and an overview of the discussions is presented in Appendix 1. 

4. Findings  

The first of three superordinate themes was anticipation and preparation of the crisis. The 

second main theme was about the effects on the business whereas the third theme related to 

managing the operations in view of future options. These three themes comprehensively 

covered firm responses to the crisis and captured the responses of owners-managers without 

exception. Within each theme, a number of key findings were made using thematic analysis 

whereby statements from different interviewees were classified in different sets. 

4.1. Anticipation of the crisis 

An overall lack of anticipation of the crisis by the restaurant owners-managers was observed. 

It was only until the government enforced a mandatory lockdown in mid-March 2020 that the 

crisis was taken seriously albeit still in varying degrees.  News and updates on the crisis in 

the mainstream as well as social media had been increasing consistently. A precedent for 

mandatory lockdown in Hubei province (China), the epicenter of COVID-19, was already 

there (Reuters, 2020). Yet there was a glaring lack of anticipation among the restaurant 

owner-managers for a lockdown that could be severely detrimental for the hospitality sector. 

Almost all owner-managers expressed no anticipation of the event. A minor exception is 

associated with the owner of restaurant OM-14 who mentioned: 

“Initially our main concern was that since there are hygiene-related concerns in this crisis, 

customers might hesitate in eating out. I could see that in the media reporting restaurants 

being affected in the developed countries. I feared the same could happen to us here as well” 

Another restaurant owner (OM-1) mentioned that he got clues from the international brands 

that his restaurant worked with. Managers of these brands expressed some concerns about the 

possibility of COVID-19 turning into a large-scale event that could escape China to reach 

Pakistan and disrupt everyday life.  

Two key aspects emerge concerning the anticipation of the crisis. First, the owner-managers 

generally did not feel compelled by the ubiquity of the crisis that was brewing in neighboring 

China. Like many other countries, Pakistan has strong relations with China in terms of trade, 

tourism, and student exchange. Still, the fear of COVID-19 spilling into Pakistan was deemed 

to be small, if not completely absent, among the restaurant owners-managers. Second, owner-

managers varied in terms of their exposure to the environment. Some of them showed a 
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knack for observing the environment carefully and exploring the possible effects of different 

events. Others would keep the news and information from the external environment away 

from their business operations. Such disregard for events in the external environment is 

somewhat typical of the prevailing culture in South Asian societies. A general disengagement 

with the external environment especially the international arena is presumably because of 

preoccupation with local affairs. Such societal traits manifested into the restaurant owners-

managers as well. 

4.2. Effects on the business 

Before the pandemic, almost half of the owners-managers had plans to expand their 

businesses in terms of opening new branches and expanding the scope of services. When the 

lockdown was enforced, an almost instant reaction was to scale back the expansion and 

conserve cash to ensure continuity of the business. As expressed by a Chinese restaurant 

owner (OM-9): 

“Our business was doing well and we had plans finalized to open up a new branch in DHA 

[an upscale locality in Lahore]. However, when we were forced into a mandatory lockdown, 

we thought that this can be problematic and we need to conserve resources to continue 

paying salaries to our staff. Expansion can wait till it is over” 

This ‘knee-jerk’ reaction is seemingly contrary to the lack of anticipation arising from not 

considering the possibility of a crisis affecting own business. On one hand, almost all 

hospitality SMEs seemed to care little about the crisis but on the other hand, they almost 

instantly rolled back their expansion plans. 

Caught rather unaware by a mandatory lockdown, almost all participants made demanding 

efforts to conserve resources to ensure continuity of their business. A major driver of this 

panicked scrambling was the uncertainty surrounding the lockdown duration.  The last time 

such an action was taken was in 2011 when in a few major cities of Pakistan, local authorities 

restricted some commercial and public activity as a safeguard against the dengue outbreak 

(Ahsan, 2019). Most of the owner-managers had little memory of the 2011 lockdown that 

was lifted after ten days or so and was much relaxed in terms of enforcement. In comparison, 

the COVID-19 lockdown was much more prolonged and pronounced. Organizational 

reminiscence of a crisis as a way of helping to anticipate or plan for a foreseeable crisis has 

been observed in large, more formalized organizations (Hätty and Hollmeier, 2003) but less 

often in SMEs and hospitality. 
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Remembering the 2011 event, owner-managers anticipated that the lockdown would be lifted 

in two or three weeks since authorities were enforcing the lockdown in two or three week 

periods and extending it as time went by. This is expressed by one restaurant owner (OM-3): 

“Few years ago, when dengue outbreak was there [in 2011], it was lifted only after ten days. 

Everyone feared that it will continue for months but it ended in a matter of days. People were 

thinking the same this time but it proved to be very different.” 

The uncertainty in severity and longevity of lockdown generally resulted in taking short-run 

measures and ignoring the long-term possibilities. However, over a period of three months, 

the owners-managers realized the severity of the situation and began thinking of longer 

planning horizons. Such a reactionary approach to an uncertain problem might be deemed 

natural but is also due to a lack of planning capacity on part of SME owners-managers. At the 

same time, their approach is consistent with findings from macroeconomic crisis that 

entrepreneurs remain persistent and adaptive (Davidsson and Gordon, 2016). 

4.3. Managing operations and business activities 

The response from restaurant owner-managers during the COVID-19 crisis mainly emerged 

in the aftermath of a government-initiated mandatory lockdown in mid-March 2020. The 

multifaceted response as described by all participants was multifaceted spanning all the key 

business functions. The respondents were asked particularly about the changes in the 

operations, Human Resource strategy and promotional strategy of their businesses. Each 

respondent showed varying ways to deal with these aspects with a common underlying theme 

of being focused on the continuity of the business. One owner (OM-13) expressed his worries 

that spanned across all functions: 

“We [restaurant] are all about experiencing food rather than just eating or consuming it. I’d 

say for us its 60 percent experience and 40 percent about food. How can I deliver 

‘experience’ or offer it as a takeaway? So we have decided to wait it [lockdown] out. We 

don’t want to compromise on the experience, so we have kind of halted the operations and 

this has affected all functions.” 

It is pertinent to note that the responses observed in this process are similar in character to the 

coded behaviors and strategies of organizations growing amid hard economic times (Eggers 

and Kraus, 2011). These responses quintessentially cover all the operational aspects of a 

[restaurant] business. 
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4.3.1. Supply chain 

The supply chain was managed almost without problems by all owners-managers. This 

streamlined handling of the supply chain was possible largely because each owner-manager 

had a deep relationship with their vendors. These relationships transcended formal business-

to-business relationships to create more personal ties that had friendly undertones. Owners-

managers would understand the challenges their vendors were facing and in turn, the vendors 

understood the limitations of their customers.  

In addition to a cordial understanding of their vendors, the owner-managers were concerned 

about ensuring the availability of quality ingredients as well as hygienic practices adopted by 

their vendors. For example, OM-4 and OM-10 emphasized their actions on scrutinizing their 

vendors as vigilantly as possible. One restaurant owner (OM-11) particularly emphasized the 

quality of ingredients and ensured that he had vendors lined-up in case if any of the trusted 

vendors were not able to provide ingredients on time:  

“For us, ingredients like meat are crucial. We cannot compromise on its quality even if we 

have shifted to home deliveries and takeaways. We are now actively looking for alternative 

suppliers in case if our existing vendors fail to supply amid transportation issues” 

Continuation of the supply chain was particularly deemed important in wake of restaurants 

scrambling for alternative means of business like home delivery and takeaways.  

4.3.2. Human Resources (HR) 

Owner-managers were concerned about retaining employees amid all the financial hardships 

and two principal reasons emerged for retention of employees. First, there was an underlying 

sense of empathy among the owners-managers for their workers who were vulnerable to 

redundancy. Second, the restaurant owners-managers explained to the staff that they will all 

work together through these testing times and that resulted in high morale in the business. A 

somewhat unique aspect concerning restaurants and hospitality sector businesses in retaining 

their employees was that the inescapable need for skilled staff who would be required on 

opening the business after shutdown has ended. This approach contrasted to the rather generic 

approach of balancing the skilled and young employees (Eggers and Kraus, 2011).  

It is pertinent to observe that both reasons for not laying-off employees had a deeper 

association with another underlying consideration of the crisis being short-lived. For instance, 

two owner-managers (OM-2 and OM-16) stated that they were concerned about the safety of 
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their employees in this episode and ensured that they were adequately briefed about personal 

hygiene, wearing masks and social distancing. This was to ensure that no employee would 

face the adverse consequences of contracting the disease and further compromise business 

operations. 

One important aspect that was shared by all the owner-managers was that they observed that 

junior staff had a general disregard for safety guidelines. Serving staff, helpers, and even 

chefs would, at times, not take SOPs seriously at work. The frustration was expressed by a 

restaurant manager (OM-15): 

“At times it is disappointing that our lower staff don’t take mandatory SOPs like wearing a 

mask seriously. We are considering imposing a fine on violation it but it will also hurt morale 

of the staff. But the problem remains that in our society, the low-income working class is 

taking neither the crisis nor the SOPs seriously” 

In this regard, owners-managers initiated a comprehensive training activity within their own 

context to bring awareness about the SOPs related to hygiene. Most of these SOPs were 

communicated widely by government authorities and the World Health Organization (WHO). 

Using different content and training activities, the protocols on social distancing, 

handwashing, and wearing masks were communicated to staff. One owner-manager (OM-16) 

mentioned: 

“We realized that our staff is at the heart of our compliance with government SOPs. We have 

trained them extensively and now are investing in creating video content for their proper 

training” 

They had to be monitored for complying with the SOPs to avoid adverse consequences 

(penalties) from local authorities.  

4.3.3. Marketing and promotion 

In promoting the business, owner-managers resorted to alternative means of communicating 

with customers. Some resorted to using digital technologies like social media marketing, 

SMS advertising and email marketing to promote their businesses (for example, OM-1, OM-

4, and OM-14 focused particularly on moving towards digital activities). Furthermore, almost 

all owners-managers were exploring interactive options to get their message across as 

expressed by a pizza restaurant (OM-2):  

“Mandatory lockdown has forced us to look for creative options of developing interactive 
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content like short videos and using social media to make it viral. It is a bit challenging but 

inevitable.” 

Almost all restaurants were without a proper database of customers. The only exception 

having a database relied heavily on it to engage customers almost effortlessly. In contrast to 

others, this restaurant was able to effectively communicate delivery options to customers, 

hygiene measures as well as promotional activities to its loyal customer base.  

An important aspect of promoting the products and services was to effectively communicate 

to customers that the restaurant was following all government-mandated SOPs. All owners-

managers realized the continuity of their business relied on customers who would be 

confident of hygienic practices in preparing and serving foods. For some owner-managers, 

taking care of these SOPs was the cornerstone of their marketing and promotional activities 

amid the COVID-19 crisis. A stronger emphasis on observing hygienic practices in a 

developing country has its roots presumably in relatively less regard for hygienic practices in 

society. This implied that the businesses had to exercise extra caution in both implementing 

SOPs (as discussed earlier) and communicating the same to bolster customer confidence.  

5. Discussion and Conclusions 

Hospitality SMEs in Pakistan have experienced the COVID-19 crisis in ways that explicate 

their outlook toward business, management style, and society in general. The findings from 

the interviews were discussed in terms of anticipation of the crisis, its effects on individual 

businesses and their responses in terms of managing the operations and business activities. In 

line with a phenomenological approach, the key phenomena that emerge as findings from this 

study are summarized in Table 2. These phenomena are then translated into a framework 

explaining the relationship between underlying constructs (Creswell, 2014).  

[Insert Table 2 near here] 

The observed phenomena summarized in Table 2 can be also expressed as inter-related 

constructs. In doing so, the identified factors are dubbed as input and output factors. The 

input factors represent those elements that create a certain perception of the crisis and 

personal traits of owners-managers that would impact their particular actions in response to 

the crisis. The output factors represent those elements that are part of the crisis management 

strategy of a business. As illustrated in the framework shown in Figure 1, responsive 

measures/practices in the aftermath of the crisis (like COVID-19) are expressed in terms of 
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transformed business operations such as promotional activities, HR strategy and hygienic 

measures. Different variables in this generic framework are thought to take different values in 

diverse cultures as they did in the Pakistani cultural context.  

[Insert Figure 1 near here] 

The proposed framework for crisis management in small businesses from the hospitality 

sector suggests influential antecedents that shape the immediate responsive operational 

measures from owners-managers in response to the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic. 

Government support has been highlighted as an influential factor that shapes decision making 

regarding operational responses. The need to comply with changing SOPs from the 

government calls for regular employee training. Moreover, some owners thought that 

insufficient tax relief and subsidies in the form of relaxation of utility bills were not enough 

to ensure business continuity, forcing them to invest through their savings or borrowings. 

These results are in line with earlier studies that argue for the paramount role of governments 

in supporting small businesses through crises (Henderson, 2007; Tse et al., 2006). Similarly, 

increased cooperation and humanistic concerns for stakeholders are also found to be crucial 

in devising appropriate responsive measures. Owner-managers were able to treat internal and 

external stakeholders as one unit for the greater good of the continuity of business and to 

avoid redundancies. Weick and Sutcliffe (2007) also noted that positive attitudes of owners 

toward stakeholders foster clarity, fairness, inclusion and information sharing that creates 

resilience in small firms during a crisis.  

A lack of planning to mitigate a crisis situation was evident in respondents since small 

businesses tend to focus relatively more on short term goals. This influences the nature of 

immediate responses because small businesses are known for their flexibility regarding the 

adoption of short-lived or contingency practices (Martinelli et al., 2018). Similarly, owners-

managers were reluctant to adapt to the new situations during the early days of lockdown 

since they anticipated these disruptions as short-lived. It was after the first two weeks into the 

lockdown when contingency planning was brought in. This lack of anticipation resulted in 

poor or late responsive measures (Doern et al., 2016) for some. Lastly, Pauchant and Mitroff 

(1990) view the positive attitudes and determination of the entrepreneur as the most critical 

antecedent of resilience during a crisis. Most of the owners-managers were positive about 

bouncing back that reflected well in their resilient practices.  

As a result of these influential factors, the proposed framework suggests the output in the 
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form of resilient practices (based on the notions of ‘reactive strategy’ and ‘bricolage’) that 

ensures business continuity (Linnenluecke, 2017; Vogus and Sutcliffe, 2012). Firstly, the 

revised offerings were crucial to a sustainable business during the COVID-19 crisis. Some 

restaurants suspended their dining-in services and focused on home delivery while others 

(mostly theme-based restaurants) chose to suspend activities all together and focused on 

planning related to resuming services after the lockdown (Doern, 2016; Ergun et al., 2010). 

Second, the preventive measures in the form of upholding the SOPs related to hygiene in the 

kitchen and during delivery were crucial for business survival. Restaurants with an increased 

focus on such preventive measures were able to win the confidence of customers and avoid 

penalization from local authorities (Henderson, 2007). Third, the effective management of 

people also played a vital role in securing continuity of business. The positive attitude of 

owners-managers toward their employees established a mutual understanding of increased 

cooperation to navigate through these testing times. Most of the owners were rather reluctant 

to let go of their employees considering that it is difficult to recruit trustworthy and 

hardworking people. Few owner-managers reported a lack of interest in employees to comply 

with SOPs but others were able to enforce through interventions. Similarly, regular employee 

trainings played a crucial role in ensuring compliance with SOPs for most owners-managers 

(Ingirige et al., 2008; Tse et al., 2006). Fourth, Kuckertz et al. (2020) highlight the 

importance of innovating marketing strategies during crises. A majority of restaurants 

extensively used social media to regularly communicate their promotions and offers to the 

customers. A few experienced highly favorable outcomes by sharing videos with their 

customers that reflected compliance with SOPs by their kitchen staff. Delivery drivers were 

also shown to be wearing protective gear while frequently sanitizing their hands. This was 

particularly appreciated by their customers and proved to be a crucial confidence-building 

strategy. Lastly and most importantly, a majority of the restaurant owners immediately 

returned to operational cost cutting strategies. The most common were daily inventory on key 

items only and reduced usage of energy.  

It is argued that small businesses are more susceptible to the economic complications arising 

from a crisis (Lu et al., 2020) and there is a paucity of empirical research with regards to 

crisis management in small firms (Doern et al., 2019; Herbane, 2013). This empirical study 

contributes to the literature in three unique ways. First, this study qualifies as the first 

investigative research (to the best of our knowledge) that adds value to the discourse of crisis 

management in hospitality sector SMEs by exploring the direct experiences of owners-
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managers in response to the COVID-19 crisis in terms of learning about their anticipation of 

the crisis, the impact on their businesses and their operational responses. Second, 

acknowledging the economic value of the hospitality sector to both developing and developed 

economies (Memon, 2016), this study presents first-hand insights into the crisis management 

practices of small businesses in a highly context specific setting, Pakistan. The proposed 

framework (Figure 1) highlights the influence of pre-eminent factors on the continuity of 

restaurants in Pakistan and the responsive operational activities that drew a line in terms of 

making them either resilient or vulnerable to the crisis. Lastly, our study explores crisis 

management practices and their antecedents in small firms beyond a static focus in literature 

on barriers to business development and failure and the nature and impact of natural short-

lived disasters (e.g. Cardon et al., 2011; Doern and Goss, 2013; Lee et al., 2015).  

Practically, the findings of this study have several implications. For instance, government 

input in terms of clarity and relaxation on dining-in within restaurants is much needed. 

Moreover, considering the limited finances available to small businesses, a fair and 

transparent financial relief package from the government of Pakistan is likely to play a key 

role in ensuring the survival and continuity of these small restaurants. Similarly, SME owner-

managers in the hospitality and other related sectors should strive for increased cooperation 

and communication with their stakeholders (most importantly suppliers and customers). This 

has emerged as a crucial factor for ensuring business continuity that fosters a cooperative and 

empathetic culture in which the stakeholders work as a unit in times of a prolonged crisis. 

Also, the literature concedes a lack of formal planning in small firms. Considering the 

prolonged nature of the COVID-19 pandemic and looming fears of second and third waves in 

many countries, owner-managers should consider the importance of basic formal planning 

and try to incorporate measures relevant to their exclusive context.    

In terms of responsive measures, owner-managers of small restaurants can leverage and 

promote their conformance to hygienic practices as a way of securing the trust of both 

customers and the government. Moreover, exclusive discounts on home delivery and 

excessive communication through social media are likely to bolster sales. Lastly, regular 

employee training in line with the changing SOPs from the government of Pakistan is 

essential. These shall focus on standard preventive measures including epidemic 

communication guidelines and infection control at workplace through befitting hygiene 

techniques. For example, mandatory temperature checks of employees (at regular intervals) 

and customers should be carried out including record keeping of their contact details.  
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It is pertinent to note that as a result of certain progressive measures from the government of 

Pakistan (e.g., revised SOPs regarding dine-in operations and regular safety inspections from 

the Punjab Food Authority (PFA)), the dine-in restaurants are now opening back with full 

operations resumed. Under the new SOPs, customers will have to wear a mask during in-door 

dining whereas physical greetings are strictly prohibited. Also, alternative chair seating is 

made compulsory for dine-in customers. In follow-up discussions with some of the 

respondents (owners), two months into the initial data collection, promising signs of revival 

were sensed that reflects some optimism for the restaurants in Pakistan during these 

challenging times.   

Regarding the limitations of this study, the sample may not be representative of small 

restaurants from remote and semi-urban areas. Moreover, our focus is more inclined toward 

the factors that have shaped the immediate operational adjustments of restaurants (signifying 

the notion of ‘bricolage’). A holistic perspective concerning mobilization of other internal 

resources along with engagement with other stakeholders (such as the community) was not 

investigated given the limited but a focused scope of this study. However, exploring such 

interventions is open to further research. 
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Appendix 1 

Table A1.  

Selected responses on anticipation and preparedness for COVID-19 and other crisis  

ID Code When COVID-19 seemed to 

be a threat to your business 

Level of preparedness  

for COVID-19? 

Level of preparedness  

for other crises (e.g. natural 

hazards)? 

Explanation of the level of preparedness 

OM-1 Around the mandatory 

lockdown; took it more 

seriously during Ramadan 

Not prepared Generally not prepared Rely on cash savings as the only form of preparation for any kind 

of crisis 

OM-4 Slightly before the lockdown 

due to reduced sales 

Not prepared Generally prepared for hazards 

and crisis 

Follow professional health and safety procedures 

Not initially prepared for COVID-19 although prepared for other 

crisis 

OM-7 Around the mandatory 

lockdown 

Not prepared Generally prepared for hazards 

and crisis 

Mainly because of own experience of a branch fire a few years 

ago; secured business by means of insurance after the fire incident 

OM-8 Slightly before the lockdown 

due to reduced sales 

Not prepared Generally prepared for hazards 

and crisis 

Specially prepared for seasonal outbreaks (like dengue) 

OM-13 Slightly before the lockdown Not prepared Generally prepared for hazards 

and crisis 

Our line of business is more of a luxury than a necessity and any 

crisis affects us severely. This prompts us to be more cautious. 

OM-16 Only after the lockdown was 

strictly enforced 

Not prepared Generally prepared for hazards 

and crisis 

Take necessary safeguards against fires and natural hazards 

 

  



 31 

Table A2.  

Selected responses on the effects of crisis (COVID-19) on business amid the lockdown 

ID Code Initial perceptions of the effect of the lockdown and COVID-19 Threat perception of COVID-19 crisis in the long run after experiencing the 

lockdown 

OM-1 We took it less seriously, especially in the first few weeks even though the brands 

working with us expressed caution throughout 

With the ease of lockdown, things started getting back to normal but it doesn’t seem certain amid 

possible re-enacting of lockdown 

OM-4 When lockdown started, we were mainly concerned with paying the costs, especially the 

fixed costs, amid big drops in sales. For us, continuity was possible only due to cash 

reserves.  

Even with the lockdown, we are exercising great caution and equipping ourselves to safeguard 

against this disease. We want to remain cautious until a sustainable solution to the disease (like a 

vaccine) is found. 

OM-7 Soon after the lockdown, we were forced to roll back our expansion plans like opening a 

new branch in an upscale locality. Such effects were profound and made us think that it 

might be a long-term threat. 

Although things have eased up but we are being cautious and now planning from week to week 

basis only and feel a great deal of uncertainty. 

OM-8 It was a first-time experience that such lockdown was being enforced. So we didn’t 

think of it as a long-term thing. We continued to move from one extension [in 

lockdown] to another every two to three weeks  

Apart from COVID-19 being a personal hazard as well, we feel that the dine-in and catering 

business took a strong blow. Although takeaway and home delivery fared well, they cannot 

compensate for the adverse effects on the other two business segments i.e. dine-in and catering  

OM-13 Particularly for a developing market like Pakistan, we anticipated this to be a long-term 

thing because of our economic situation. 

Honestly speaking, we don’t see the lockdown to be easing up. It is a crisis that very much seems 

as there to stay 

OM-16 At the start of the crisis, it was a bit hard to believe, but as time passed, the effects 

became more pronounced and we realized the seriousness 

Due to people working from home who would order food via delivery service, we sales going up 

a bit and this, more than the lifting of the lockdown, made things easier for us. 
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Table A3.  

Selected responses on responsive measures to manage COVID-19 crisis amid the lockdown  

ID Code Steps taken to manage the OPERATIONS during COVID-19 to 

ensure continuity of business 

Steps taken to PROMOTE during COVID-19 to ensure continuity of business Government 

support 

Operations Supply chain HR Promotion Managing sales Making business 

accessible to customers 

Communicate hygienic 

measures to customers 

 

OM-1 Rolled back on all 

expansion activities 

We generally don’t 

keep large stock – 

reduced it further to 

mitigate against 

uncertainties 

Owners also took cuts 

in personal 

remuneration and 

tapped into savings to 

conserve cash to ensure 

payroll continuity 

because of caring for 

employees and in 

anticipation of 

restarting the business 

To promote business, 

we relied heavily on 

deals and discounts 

 

We considered that 

events (like small 

parties and birthdays) 

would still be held 

within families so we 

offered deals themed 

around such to engage 

customers effectively 

 

Sales were hard to 

maintain 

With all measures 

taken, we could only 

reach a quarter of our 

normal sales 

Going digital to ensure 

customers can be 

engaged more 

effectively 

Very difficult to ensure 

all measures, as 

diligently as 

advertised. Mainly 

because employees 

don’t comply. First, 

had to keep a strong 

vigil on employees; 

secondly tried to 

reassure customers that 

we are complying 

No support 

although claims 

were there 

OM-4 Our operations 

altered during this 

period and we 

focused a lot on 

social distancing, 

wearing masks, and 

hand sanitization 

We observed and 

evaluated our vendors 

in terms of being 

compliant with SOPs. 

We continued working 

only with those who 

were following them 

For our HR, we created 

awareness against 

being careless in this 

situation 

Some compromises 

were made in terms of 

HR in terms of 

working hours to 

reduce the payroll – 

went for reduced hours 

and compensation in 

lieu of complete layoff 

We have an already 

established digital 

presence and some 

corporate customers. 

Still, we had to go for 

price discounts 

Price discounts were 

the go-to-strategy to 

keep sales on track 

Same as previous In our digital 

communication on 

different platforms, we 

tried to be reassuring of 

the measures taken 

No support as 

such for the 

hospitality sector 

was there 

OM-7 Our core focus was 

on ensuring the 

quality of 

ingredients so we 

focused greatly on 

our vendors in the 

supply chain. We 

looked for 

Supply chain was at the 

heart of our business 

continuity 

We retained all 

employees and asked 

them to take paid 

leaves and go to their 

hometowns. 

It became a challenge 

in restarting the 

business as 

We believed that 

satisfying customers 

with hygienic measures 

were our biggest 

concern. We were 

cautious on that front 

but became more 

careful with that. 

While we went for 

delivery mode, it 

couldn’t be relied on 

completely – 

consequently, sales 

went down 

significantly 

We have been trying to 

develop takeaway and 

delivery operations as 

much as possible 

Required strong 

compliance with rules 

of wearing masks and 

kept a strong check like 

CCTV monitoring in 

work areas as mystery 

visits 

 

Didn’t get much 

support but didn’t 

need much. Only 

support was 

localized support 

in electricity bill 
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alternatives to ensure 

continuity of 

business 

transportation back to 

the city was a bit of a 

challenge 

Compliance by 

employees is the center 

of our communication 

to customers in these 

times 

OM-8 Moved from one 

lockdown extension 

to extension in 

anticipation of being 

allowed to open up. 

Ended up waiting for 

more than two 

months straight 

Well, this didn't prove 

to be a bigger 

challenge since 

vendors were also 

affected and they were 

also prepared for it. 

Orders are significantly 

reduced across the 

supply chain, so it was 

less of an issue. 

We ensured that we 

don’t do any layoffs 

Changed business 

model to 

takeaway/delivery 

 

Focused on 

communicating 

compliance with 

hygiene standards 

Value-based benefits 

like quality delivery 

Creating awareness 

among regular 

customers using our 

database 

This was the mainstay 

of our "promotional" 

activity so we paid a 

lot of attention to it 

Low-income staff 

got support from 

the government 

As a business, we 

had some support 

in subsidy on 

utility bills and 

exemption on 

sales tax 

OM-13 We were based on 

experience so we 

couldn't do much 

and closed 

operations 

Not applicable – 

business remain closed 

because we didn’t opt 

for delivery or 

takeaway 

We waited but had to 

let go most of them 

Only essential staff is 

there with 50% pay to 

restart 

Not applicable Not applicable Doesn't apply because 

our work was 

experience-based and 

with lockdown we 

cannot operate even on 

delivery  

N/A - the dine-in (main 

activity) had to 

shutdown 

No support - in 

fact, it was kind 

of adverse as the 

government’s lack 

of clear policy 

hampered our 

planning 

scenarios severely 

OM-16 We focused on cost-

cutting by closing 

down unnecessary 

areas 

We have long-term 

relations with vendors 

We focused on their 

hygienic practices 

Took care of their 

health 

Reduced headcount 

Wearing 

mask/gloves/wash 

hands is very strictly 

enforced 

Shifted focus to 

online/digital OOH  

gave discounts and 

deals (complimentary) 

free sanitizers 

Shifted to delivery and 

takeaways 

Delivery 

takeaways 

getting good orders so 

we are accessible 

We are making 

awareness videos for 

awareness about 

hygienic and SOPs 

No support 

We didn't 

anticipate or 

expect from the 

govt. 
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Table 1. 

Demographics of respondents 

Table 2. 

Observed phenomena and relationships between different factors 

ID 

Code 

Restaurant Profile 

(Food Type / Age) 

No. of 

Employees 

Operations during 

lockdown 

Owner-Manager profile 

(Status/Gender/Age) 

OM-1 Sandwiches & Desserts / 5 Years <10 Delivery & Takeaway Co-Owner / Male / 31-40 

OM-2 Pizzas / 5 Years <10 Delivery & Takeaway Owner / Male / 31-40 

OM-3 Arabian food / 15 Years 15 Delivery & Takeaway Owner / Male / 31-40 

OM-4 Local cuisines / 25 Years 20 Selected customers only Manager / Male / 21-30 

OM-5 Burgers & Pizzas / 10 Years 16 Delivery & Takeaway Co-Owner / Male / 21-30 

OM-6 Chinese food / 27 Years 20 Very limited Owner / Male / 31-40 

OM-7 Deli / 2 Years 12 Delivery & Takeaway Co-owner / Male / 21-30 

OM-8 Local cuisines / 22 Years 30 Delivery Manager / Male / 51-60 

OM-9 Chinese food/30 Years 16 Delivery & Takeaway Owner / Male / 51-60 

OM-10 Local cuisines / 10 Years 25 Delivery & Takeaway Owner / Male / 31-40 

OM-11 Local cuisines / 12 Years 20 Delivery & Takeaway Co-Owner / Male / 41-50 

OM-12 Arabian food / 6 Years <10 Delivery & Takeaway Owner / Male / 31-40 

OM-13 Local cuisines / < 1 Year 15 Delivery Owner / Male / 21-30 

OM-14 Chinese food / 5 Years 12 Very limited Manager / Male / 21-30 

OM-15 Arabian food / < 1 Year <10 Delivery & Takeaway Manager / Male / 31-40 

OM-16 Burgers & Pizzas / < 1 Year 12 Delivery & Takeaway Owner / Male / 21-30 

Notes: 

- Responses of OM-1, OM-4, OM-7, OM-8, OM-13, and OM-16 are selected and presented in Appendix 1  

- All restaurants had dine-in facility that was discontinued during the mandatory lockdown (mid-March to early-June 2020) 

Observed Phenomenon Exemplar Statement Explanation 

Factors shaping the response to the crisis 

[Input] 
a. Limited anticipation 

of crisis and an 

uncertain disposition 

- We had no clue about the crisis until 

the forced lockdown 

- We continued to ‘wait’ for the 

lockdown to be lifted every two 

weeks until we reached this time 

(almost three months of full or partial 

lockdown) 

Owner-managers showed seriously 

limited anticipation of the crisis and its 

potential effects on business.  

 

Even when the crisis started affecting 

their businesses directly by mandated 

lockdown, owner-managers remained 

largely uncertain about its long-run 

effects. 

b. Individualistic 

determination 

- Amid a feeling that this will be 

difficult for all businesses and 

especially for our restaurant, we 

remain committed to tackle 

challenges. We will get over this 

crisis if we remain calm and plan 

carefully. 

Almost derived from the Shakespearean 

undertone of ‘this too, shall pass’, 

owner-managers expressed a 

determination to continue their business. 

They showed determination albeit of 

varying intensity to manage resources in 

ways that they would manage the 

business. Using cash savings and 

resources allocated for expansion to 

manage fixed costs were commonly 

observed steps. 
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c. A constricted 

planning horizon 

- We are planning every week or two 

and are waiting for a vaccine for this 

virus 

Limited anticipation of crisis and a 

relatively casual disposition is also a 

manifestation of informal planning and 

an overall constricted planning horizon 

among hospitality SMEs.  

 

Their approach seemed more of 

managing business on a short-run basis 

especially during crisis rather than 

planning in a long-run.  

d. Empathy and 

humanistic concerns 

for stakeholders 

- We would give all our workers paid 

leave and ensured that nobody was 

laid off 

- Our vendors understand that our 

business is limited and have not 

insisted on honoring the purchase 

commitment 

For both employees as well as vendors, 

the restaurant owner-managers showed 

an emphatic attitude that transcended 

dealings from a business perspective  

e. Product and 

Experience trade-off 

- Our offering significantly consisted of 

experience element that could not be 

replaced in takeaway or home 

delivery 

Owner-managers faced the conundrum 

of not being able to offer ‘experience’ 

and either had to wait (do nothing) or let 

go of the experience element 

f. Limited anticipation 

of governmental 

support 

- Government didn’t support us much 

but we didn’t need any support as 

such 

Amid the crisis, owner-managers did not 

seem to receive much support from the 

government. More interestingly, they did 

not anticipate such support either.  

Actions to manage the crisis (responsive measures) 

[Output] 
g.  Revised offerings - We transformed our offerings and 

products to align with the ‘new 

normal’ 

-  

Owners-managers scrambled to explore 

new possibilities of dealing with the 

crisis by focusing more (or even 

entirely) on home delivery and 

takeaways.  

h. Cost-cutting measures - Initiated deliberated cost-cutting 

measures across the operations 

A number of steps were taken to reduce 

fixed costs and overheads 

i. Communicating 

hygienic measures 

amid limited 

realization among 

staff 

- Staff are generally not very strict in 

complying with the hygiene-related 

SOPs 

- Communicating our measures in this 

regard is at heart of marketing 

strategy in COVID-19 

There is an ostensible difference 

between the owner-managers and staff 

on hygiene-related measures. Owner-

managers enforced the measures as a 

means of gaining customer confidence 

that the business and its products are 

safe for consumption. 

j. Transformed HR 

practices 

- We did not lay off staff but increased 

communication on overall business 

outlook 

- We opted for salary cuts in lieu of 

layoffs and laid off only when 

absolutely inevitable 

In wake of the crisis, owner-managers 

ensured that business continuity is 

ensured in terms of staff availability. 

Since the crisis affected almost all 

businesses, management and staff had a 

consensual arrangement of reduced 

salary instead of layoffs. 

k. Promotional activities 

and discounts 

- We offered price discounts and deals 

to keep attracting customers 

Special price and volume discounts were 

offered by almost all restaurants to 

attract customers. 
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Figure 1. 

Framework for Crisis Management in hospitality SMEs 
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