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Abstract: This study explores how the COVID-19 pandemic has forced Flemish growth-oriented
entrepreneurs to build entrepreneurial resilience. We rely on a research framework that consists
of a “challenge-reaction-learning loop” to empirically investigate how entrepreneurial resilience is
built in times of the COVID-19 crisis. To investigate this complex entrepreneurial learning process,
we use data that have been collected during the first and second wave of the COVID-19 pandemic.
By using several datapoints, we could identify (1) the specific challenges growth-oriented firms are
facing as a result of the COVID-19 crisis; (2) how these entrepreneurs reacted to these challenges;
and (3) what they learned during the first and second wave of the pandemic and how they perceive
the future. By making this entrepreneurial learning process explicit and dividing it into an iterative
“challenge-reaction-learning loop”, this study is relevant for all entrepreneurs, as it contains several
interesting lessons learned. We also contribute to academic literature as we provide future researchers
a tangible framework to further elucidate how entrepreneurial resilience is built in times of crisis.

Keywords: entrepreneurship; COVID-19; crisis; growth-orientation; resilience

1. Introduction

The economic crises of the past 20 years have led to a proliferation of studies inves-
tigating the impact of a crisis on entrepreneurship. Research to date has mainly focused
on previous economic crises like the dot-com crash, e.g., [1,2]; the 2008 financial crisis,
e.g., [3–6]; and natural disasters, e.g., [7,8] to investigate the impact of an economic crisis
on entrepreneurs and their businesses. Although these studies have highly increased our
general understanding of entrepreneurial best practices during and after an economic crisis,
the ongoing COVID-19 crisis we are currently facing is of an entirely different order and its
impact on entrepreneurship remains to be studied. Indeed, entrepreneurs have to face a
new reality where billions of people around the world are affected by a huge sanitary and
health crisis. Although entrepreneurs are generally known for their resilience, e.g., [9,10],
the COVID-19 crisis is confronting them with very specific challenges due to an unprece-
dented downturn in the global economy. Over-reliance on the lessons learned from past
crises might result in “fighting new battles with old weapons” [11]. As academic research
on this topic is still scarce, both scholars and practitioners are lacking evidence-based
information in order to recognize and deal with the specific entrepreneurial challenges
imposed by the COVID-19 pandemic.

Recent studies have made some first attempts to analyze how COVID-19 induces
specific challenges for small business owners, e.g., [12–15]. Although these studies provide
first estimates of the early-stage effects of COVID-19 on entrepreneurial challenges, these
studies have exclusively focused on a specific segment, namely the small business land-
scape. This focus on the small business landscape is also noticeable in most government
interventions which especially aim to support small business owners [11]. While these
small business owners are numerous and therefore extremely important for our economy,
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researchers agree that only a select subset of companies with high growth potential signifi-
cantly contributes to economic growth and added value, e.g., [16–18]. Furthermore, only a
few firms with high growth potential generate a disproportionately large share of all new
net jobs compared with non-high-growth firms, e.g., [19,20]. While the focus of existing
COVID-19 studies has mainly been on small businesses, these companies—in general—are
not the source of our economic vitality and job creation [20]. Especially in times of an
economic crisis, our welfare is highly dependent on a select set of highly innovative and
growth-oriented firms. Given the economic importance of these growth-oriented firms, we
propose that it is especially relevant to investigate how the current COVID-19 pandemic is
affecting these companies.

Over the last few months, a vast amount of academic research addressing the changing
entrepreneurial landscape as a result of the COVID-19 crisis has tried to make sense of this
crisis situation. Unfortunately, due to the urgency and topicality of this new phenomenon,
most of these academic perspectives took the form of conceptual papers, editorials, and
commentaries, since primary data from entrepreneurs during the emerging COVID-19
crisis are very scarce [21]. Although these studies are certainly helpful contributions,
they naturally lack the necessary rigor and evidence to sufficiently assess the impact of
the COVID-19 crisis on entrepreneurial phenomena, like entrepreneurial resilience [21].
Therefore, this study aims to fill this gap by empirically investigating how growth-oriented
firms have been impacted by the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic. By exclusively focusing
on a select subset of growth-oriented firms, this exploratory study follows Kuckertz and
Brändle’s [21] recent call to take into account the specific ‘context’ of the firms under inves-
tigation prior to the crisis, as this context might influence the way in which entrepreneurial
resilience is built. Therefore, the common context of the firms under investigation in this
exploratory study is that all firms in our sample had an explicit growth-orientation prior
to the crisis. This explicit growth-orientation is the ideal research context to investigate
the development of entrepreneurial resilience since prior research has shown that the
perceived challenges and respective actions during an external environmental crisis are
highly influenced by an organization’s strategic orientation. Unfortunately, attempts to
understand organizational responses to external threats have drawn on bodies of research
that led to conflicting conclusions, and more in-depth research is warranted, e.g., [22], to
better understand how an organization’s strategic orientation prior to a crisis affects their
perceptions and actions during environmental threats.

Therefore, the aim of this explorative study is threefold. First, by collecting data
during the first and the second wave of the COVID-19 pandemic, we aim to identify the
specific challenges growth-oriented firms are facing as a result of the COVID-19 crisis.
Second, given these specific challenges for growth-oriented firms, we also aim to present
how entrepreneurs reacted to these challenges during the ongoing pandemic. Third, the
final objective of this study is to investigate the lessons learned and how entrepreneurs
of growth-oriented firms perceive the future. By answering these research questions this
explorative study clarifies the process of building entrepreneurial resilience in growth-
oriented firms.

In what follows, we start with a literature review where we position this study in
the academic literature on growth-oriented firms and entrepreneurial resilience. We end
the literature review with an overview of our research framework. Next, we describe our
sample by giving a situational background of the Flemish COVID-19 situation and describe
how and when our data were collected. In section four, we provide a detailed overview of
our results. We end this explorative study with a discussion and conclusion by linking our
main results to existing debates in academic literature.

2. Literature Review
2.1. The Importance of Growth-Oriented Firms during and after an Economic Crisis

The reputation of growth-oriented firms in terms of economic development and job
creation has been long recognized in the growth literature, e.g., [16–18]. The empirical



Sustainability 2021, 13, 9296 3 of 20

evidence from different European countries is compelling and shows that only a limited set
of fast-growing companies creates a large number of jobs, e.g., [23–25]. European figures
show that 3 to 6 percent of the fastest growing firms generate up to 70% of new jobs in
established firms [26]. For this reason, growth-oriented firms have also received attention
and support from a policy perspective by the European Commission, e.g., [26,27] and the
OECD [28]. Especially after the 2008 financial crisis, high-growth firms were deemed as a
cornerstone in strategic growth plans to permit countries to initiate a sustainable growth
path and to create new jobs. Surprisingly, our understanding of the specific challenges and
ways in which these growth-oriented firms achieve their growth, especially in times of
an economic crisis, is still scarce [29]. Yet, European figures show that during economic
crises there are fewer growth-oriented firms that actually succeed in realizing their full
growth potential [26]. Research has shown that entrepreneurial resilience is one of the key
constructs determining entrepreneurial success during and after an economic downturn.
Therefore, this study uses an entrepreneurial resilience perspective to study the challenges,
reactions, and aspirations of growth-oriented entrepreneurs during the COVID-19 crisis.

2.2. Building Entrepreneurial Resilience

Resilience has been investigated in a variety of contexts [30], including psychology,
e.g., [31]; sociology e.g., [32]; ecology e.g., [33]; gerontology, e.g., [34]; and education,
e.g., [35]. Depending on the context of these studies, the concept of resilience has been
defined in different ways and a plethora of related concepts such as resiliency, trans-
formability, persistence, preparedness, or adaptability have been used [36–38]. In general,
resilience is seen as both “an ability to go on with life, or to continue living a purposeful
life, after hardship or adversity” [39] (p. 4) and “a dynamic process encompassing positive
adaptation within the context of significant adversity” [37] (p. 543). People can build re-
silience through everyday developments resulting from unforeseen events in their life [40].
Therefore, resilience is best understood as a process [41] where individuals, firms, commu-
nities, or macro-level entities adjust to new contextual conditions. Indeed, most research
shows that resilience is mainly the result of an interactive process between individuals and
their environment rather than a fixed individual trait [41,42].

Following the increased scholarly attention in different research domains, the concept
of resilience also found its way to the entrepreneurship domain. Resilience appears to be
very important for entrepreneurs as they frequently have to face disruptive conditions,
impacting their ability to integrate, build, and reconfigure resources [43–45]. Disruptive
conditions can be either internal, such as a key employee leaving the firm, or external,
in the form of an economic crisis or other threats the firm cannot control [43]. In sum,
entrepreneurial resilience has been identified as a crucial element in the entrepreneurial
process, e.g., [10,46].

In their theoretical framework on entrepreneurial resilience, Manfield and Newey [43]
suggest that entrepreneurial resilience is a process that needs to be developed and learned
in relation to specific threats. For example, an internal threat resulting from a key employee
leaving the firm requires different entrepreneurial resilience capabilities than an external
threat resulting from an economic downturn. Manfield and Newey [43] suggest that the
development of entrepreneurial resilience capabilities can be learned but depends on the
type of threat the firm is dealing with. They state that entrepreneurial threats can vary,
for example, in terms of severity, frequency, novelty, and complexity. Depending on the
type of threat, the entrepreneurial resilience capabilities needed to respond to this threat
must be different. Furthermore, the way in which a firm is impacted by a threat is also
firm-specific. For example, presented with the exact same threat (e.g., an economic crisis),
growth-oriented firms may face a different challenge and consequently require different
entrepreneurial resilience capabilities than a large multinational company.

Entrepreneurial resilience is thus context-dependent and includes a set of cognitions,
behaviors, skills, and processes that emerge from the enactment of a capability portfolio.
An organization’s capability portfolio ideally comprises both operating capabilities and
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dynamic capabilities [43,47] that should allow an entrepreneurial firm to be resilient and
respond to threats. Operating capabilities are usually routine-based and support a firm in
executing its key operating activities [48,49]. Dynamic capabilities, on the other hand, are
defined as the firm’s ability to reconfigure operating capabilities and thus allow the firm to
adapt and evolve [44,47]. Firms need both operating and dynamic capabilities in order to
survive. Dynamic capabilities are necessary to adapt and change while operating capabili-
ties are needed for stability [44,50]. Recent definitions in academic literature distinguish
between operational (“how you earn your living”) capabilities and dynamic (“how you
change your operational routines”) capabilities [49,51,52]. Operating capabilities require a
certain amount of routinization and enable the firm to execute its main operating activities
such as making and selling products or delivering services [47,49,52]. In the face of an
exogenous shock, like the COVID-19 crisis, such routinization can potentially become the
source of inertia, market irrelevance, and eventually failure [44,47]. Dynamic capabilities
can oppose this effect and are described as the firm’s ability to reconfigure operating capabil-
ities and consequently allow the organization to adapt and evolve [47,48,50]. For example,
strategic decision making can be seen as a dynamic capability in which entrepreneurs pool
their various business, functional, and personal expertise to make the choices that shape
the major strategic moves of the firm, e.g., [53,54]. Thus, especially in times of an economic
crisis, entrepreneurial resilience is highly dependent on the dynamic capabilities of a firm
as firms need to adapt and evolve. Namely, a firm’s response to an economic crisis can
range from no reintegration (leading to economic failure), to partial reintegration (lower
performance than before the crisis), to full reintegration (same performance as before the
crisis), or even resilient reintegration (better performance than before the crisis) [43]. The
idea of resilient reintegration is similar to the idea of post-traumatic growth in psychol-
ogy, where positive change occurs as a result of the struggle with highly challenging life
crises [39]. Unfortunately, little is known in entrepreneurship literature on how firms can
build entrepreneurial resilience.

Therefore, this explorative study aims to unravel the process of building entrepreneurial
resilience in growth-oriented firms by looking at the capabilities developed as a response to
the COVID-19 crisis. We do this by collecting data during the first and second wave of the
ongoing COVID-19 pandemic and investigate the following research questions: (1) what
are the specific challenges growth-oriented firms are facing as a result of the COVID-19
crisis; (2) how did entrepreneurs of growth-oriented firms react to these challenges; and (3)
what are the lessons learned and how do entrepreneurs of growth-oriented firms perceive
the future. This resulted in the following research framework (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Research Framework.

3. Sample: Background and Description
3.1. Situational Background
3.1.1. Public Health Situation

Even though the emergence of COVID-19 has a worldwide impact, the evolution
of the waves, based on the number of daily infections as well as daily hospitalizations,
differed from one country to another. Those two parameters were the main drivers for
political, social, and economic measures taken to prevent the virus from expanding and
avoid large economic downturns.

In order to explain the relevance of our data period, we link the timing of our data
collection with the evolution of the Flemish epidemiological situation over time. More
specifically, we report the evolution of the two main parameters, the number of daily
infections (see Figure 2) as well as the number of hospitalizations (see Figure 3). In order
to do so, we used data provided by Sciensano, the Belgian institute for health responsible
for the epidemiological follow-up of the COVID-19 epidemic [55]. Their daily updates
on both crucial parameters explain why certain measures were taken to flatten the curves.
More specifically, Figures 2 and 3 reveal that the strict economic and social lockdowns, in
the period of 18 March to 18 May 2020 as well as in the period from 19 October 2020 up
until the first period of 2021, were driven by the increasing pace at which daily numbers
were rising.
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3.1.2. Economic Situation

The two abovementioned public health parameters are considered to be the main
drivers of the economic lockdowns which occurred during the period of 18 March to
18 May 2020 as well as in the period from 19 October 2020 up until the first period of
2021. These economic lockdowns highly affected the Belgian SME population, to which our
subset of Flemish growth-oriented firms belongs. In this study, we adhere to the European
definition of SMEs which are defined by the European Commission [57] as having less than
250 persons employed, an annual turnover of up to 50 million euros, or a balance sheet total
of no more than 43 million euros. In general, SMEs form 99.8% of the Belgian enterprise
population, with a total number of 646,886 SMEs in 2020 of which on average 60% is active
in the Flemish part of Belgium [58]. Economically, these SMEs highly contribute to the
economic welfare as they generate about 61% of total value added and 65% of employment
in the non-financial business economy. The added value per person employed in 2020 was
€75,100, which is almost 10% lower than in 2019 [58]. This productivity decrease is due
to the general decrease in demand caused by the lockdowns as the consumption rate of
Belgian households decreased with almost 9% in 2020 [59]. Overall, the Belgian gross
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domestic product (GDP) decreased with 6.3% in 2020, the biggest decline since World War
II [59].

All these figures highlight the economic impact of the COVID-19 crisis within the SME
landscape. In order to tackle lower added value, liquidity issues, and other risks like lower
employment rates, the Flemish government has put in place several support measures for
SMEs like tax-free compensation premiums, lump sum allowances, extension of deadlines
to comply with tax obligations (e.g., real estate tax), and more attractive conditions and
tax incentives for loans and share participations. On top of the Flemish support measures,
federal supporting mechanisms like credit payment deferrals, a guaranteed credit program,
and a moratorium on bankruptcies were put in place [60].

In the following section, we will describe the sample used in this study. As will
be made clear, the timing of our data collection is directly related to the most impactful
moments for the Belgian economy as it overlaps with the most severe lockdown periods as
mentioned above.

3.2. Sample and Methods

Our sample consists of Belgian owner-managers of Flemish-based growing SMEs.
All entrepreneurs belong to the Impulse Centre for Growth Management (IGMO) of the
Vlerick Business School. IGMO is a platform for research, open dialogue, and networking
of growth-oriented firms. On average, the IGMO community consists of about 180 active
member-entrepreneurs. Membership selection is based on an intake interview with po-
tential candidates in which a track record of fast growth in previous years as well as high
growth ambitions for the future are detected. No hard cut-off percentages are used within
this growth pattern but a clear explicit growth ambition needs to be detectable. Other
selection criteria for IGMO membership are minimum 50 full-time employees and the fact
that the growth-oriented firm is directed by an owner-manager. IGMO members represent
a broad range of industries (e.g., IT, manufacturing, services, retail, construction) such that
it can be considered as a general representation of Flemish growth-oriented firms.

To answer research questions 1 and 2, a survey was sent to all 180 active members of
the IGMO community. The main purpose of this specific data collection period was related
to gaining insights into the measures taken by our respondents related to the first economic
lockdown in Belgium. In a time period of six consecutive weeks, the survey was sent out
each week to all 180 IGMO members. A total of 259 responses were collected through
these weekly-based short surveys in the period between 18 March and 5 May 2020 (Weekly
response rate: N = 43 in week 1, N = 48 in week 2, N = 41 in week 3, N = 46 in week 4,
N = 42 in week 5 and N = 39 in week 6). This implies that on average 44 growth-oriented
entrepreneurs participated, which is a response rate of about 24%. Our time period can
directly be related to the first Belgian lockdown period as described in Figures 2 and 3.

To answer research question 3, an additional survey was sent out in December 2020 to
the same group of 180 active IGMO members, without weekly repeating the data collection
procedure as was the case in the first data collection round. The main purpose of this
specific data collection period was related to gaining insights in the viewpoints of our
respondents regarding the major changes that will be transferred to 2021 in comparison to
the pre-COVID period as well as the challenges ahead in 2021. With this second survey
we were also able to identify differences in perceived challenges and respective reactions
compared to the data collection in the first wave. A total of 84 responses were collected in
December 2020, implying a response rate of about 47%. This period can be directly related
to the second Belgian lockdown period as described in Figures 2 and 3.

Both surveys included closed- and open-ended questions. This not only allowed us to
identify trends but also to get authentic feedback and give entrepreneurs the opportunity
to voice their opinion and experience in their own words.

For this explorative study, the most important closed-ended question of survey 1 was
‘on which business function does the COVID-19 crisis currently has the most impact?’ Respondents
were given six possibilities (HR, finance, operations, supply chain, sales, and other business
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functions). We used descriptive statistical methods in order to gain insights into the
responses to this closed-end survey item (for findings, see Section 4.1.1). Concerning the
most relevant open-ended questions of survey 1, respondents were asked, ‘which actions did
you take to respond to the COVID-19 impact?’ and ‘what lessons did you learn from this crisis
period?’ We applied inductive coding methods in order to cluster the responses to these
open-ended questions into relevant response categories (for findings, see Section 4.1.2).

In survey 2, the same closed-end survey item, ‘on which business function does the
COVID-19 crisis currently has the most impact?’ with the same answering possibilities was
incorporated. In contrast to survey 1, we transformed the question about actions taken
from open-ended to closed-ended, given that more insights on general actions due to
COVID-19 in comparison to the first period were gained. Specifically, the following closed-
end question was used: what actions did you take to control damage? Respondents were
given seven possibilities (making the existing product and service offering as corona-
proof as possible, changing pricing policy, entering different markets or market segments,
introducing new products and/or services, strengthening the existing client relationships,
making the offering more digital, and other actions). We again used descriptive statistical
methods in order to gain insights into the responses to the closed-end survey items (for
findings, see Sections 4.2.1 and 4.2.2). With regard to the open-ended questions in survey 2,
we asked respondents a question in which they were asked to reflect on the impact of
COVID-19 on their business in 2020 by using the survey item ‘what lessons did you learn in
2020 from the COVID-19 crisis period?’ Additionally, we also asked them to look forward by
asking ‘what is your main remaining challenge for 2021?’ We again applied inductive coding
methods in order to cluster the responses to these open-ended questions into relevant
response categories (for findings, see Sections 4.2.2 and 4.3).

4. Findings
4.1. Entrepreneurs during the First Wave
4.1.1. What Are the Specific Challenges That Growth-Oriented Firms Are Facing?

As shown in Figure 4, during the first wave, the most heavily impacted business
functions were operations (23%) and sales (60%), with a shift that took place from operations
as most heavily impacted function to sales as the crisis continued. Firms tried to continue
selling their inventory in the first weeks of the crisis; however, they had to restrain their
efforts as many clients stopped buying.
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4.1.2. How Did Entrepreneurs of Growth-Oriented Firms React to These Challenges?

As a reaction to the abovementioned challenges, the growth-oriented entrepreneurs
have taken actions that contribute to the development of entrepreneurial resilience capabili-
ties [43]. We asked all respondents which specific actions they took, and classified them into
actions that contribute to the creation of either operating or dynamic capabilities [43,47].
After applying an inductive coding methodology, we identified different categories of
reactions that emerged out of our data. Reactions to the COVID-19 crisis that are mostly
routine-based were labelled as actions contributing to the firm’s operating capabilities
as they assist the firm in executing its key operating activities during the COVID-19 (i.e.,
management of cash positions, frequent and transparent communication, taking care of
workforce). Reactions that require significant change and reconfiguration in the firm’s
strategy, routines, or managerial skills were labelled as actions that contribute to the firm’s
dynamic capabilities (i.e., creation of new revenue models, build-measure-learn from
customer viewpoint, switching roles of the growth-oriented entrepreneurs, build-measure-
learn from viewpoint of peer-related networks) in line with contemporary definitions,
e.g., [49,51,52] of operating and dynamic capabilities.

4.1.2.1. Actions Taken by Entrepreneurs That Contribute to the Creation of Operating and
Dynamic Capabilities

The responses of the weekly surveys sent out during the first wave were summarized,
and they showed that the following actions related to the creation of operating capabilities
were most often taken by the growth-oriented entrepreneurs:

(1) Management of cash positions: When the crisis emerged, the first action performed
by the CEOs was to manage their cash positions. This was frequently done through
the means of utilizing credit lines, by using the support measures provided by the
government, using the temporary unemployment system, and by ensuring unpaid
invoices were settled as soon as possible.

(2) Frequent and transparent communication: Communication from the CEO (and top
management) to all employees was a crucial action to keep the workforce informed;
connected to the firm; and, most importantly, motivated. The communication was
however not ‘good news only’ but included decisions on cost cutting initiatives
such as temporary unemployment. The majority of the entrepreneurs indicated that
they communicated to all their employees once a week, whereas several of them
had multiple weekly updates. The communication was often not only a top-down
communication, but also involved the feedback from the employees.

(3) Taking care of workforce: When employees are working in difficult circumstances,
such as when they are working from home or when they are on temporary unemploy-
ment, the relationship between employer and employee is likely to be strained. To
keep the connection and motivation, entrepreneurs not only communicated frequently
with their employees, but they showed their appreciation through (light) rewarding
initiatives or by taking extra health measures.

The responses of the weekly surveys sent out during the first wave were summarized
and showed that the following actions related to the creation of dynamic capabilities were
most often taken by the growth-oriented entrepreneurs:

(1) Creation of new revenue models: Cash management is not merely looking into cost
cutting. It also includes increasing incoming cash. In a difficult period for the core
business and their main customers, entrepreneurs started looking for new customer
segments, sales channels, and innovative business models that leveraged from their
traditional revenue models.

(2) Build-measure-learn from customer viewpoint: In a time when they tended to lose
connection with their clients, entrepreneurs proactively reached out to them to ask
if they could help them with a different offering (B2C), to give them advice on cash
management (B2B) or just to give them information on their specific situation (B2B).
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This was achieved by frequent contact with their clients, with several entrepreneurs
calling 15–20 clients per day.

(3) Switching roles of the growth-oriented entrepreneurs: When a firm grows, the en-
trepreneurs frequently take a step back from the day-to-day operational management
tasks as he or she moves on to take on a more strategic role. When the crisis emerged,
the entrepreneurs took a step forward by taking control of the operational man-
agement functions to be on top of things within the firm. This allowed for faster
decision-making as they felt they had sufficient knowledge about all aspects of the
business. This way, the role division within the firm was changed to be able to
dynamically react to the crisis.

(4) Build-measure-learn from viewpoint of peer-related networks: In times of crisis,
entrepreneurs can face situations and problems that are unprecedented. If they can
rely on the proximity of a group of entrepreneurs that are facing the same problems,
a situation unfolds where entrepreneurs ask for advice and share best practices.
Moreover, hearing stories of other entrepreneurs make one realize that ‘they are all
in this together’ and can give them the motivation to carry on. These networks exist
through employer’s organizations or through business schools.

4.1.2.2. Lessons Learned by Entrepreneurs during First Wave That Contribute to Building
Entrepreneurial Resilience

After analyzing and summarizing the responses through which actions were taken
that could contribute to the development of both operating and dynamic capabilities,
we also looked into the lessons learned from the first wave. These lessons learned can
be considered as contributions to the development process in which Flemish growth-
oriented entrepreneurs built entrepreneurial resilience as a response to the first wave of the
COVID-19 crisis. The responses of the weekly surveys sent out during the first wave were
summarized and showed that the following elements can be considered as supporting
factors in the creation of entrepreneurial resilience of our respondents:

(1) New growth-related approaches: In the years before COVID-19 hit, many firms
realized decent growth rates. These growth rates resulted in the development of
larger firms as well as more complex firms which are harder to manage. The crisis
highlighted the need for sustainable and qualitative growth. The crisis called for re-
sponsible leaders who act to generate long term welfare for both the firm and society.

(2) Digital approaches: The COVID-19 crisis has sped up the digitalization process in
several ways. Entrepreneurs now felt the urge to sell via online channels, as it was
frequently one of the only channels left to sell to their clients (especially for B2C
firms). Additionally, the forced teleworking led to a surge in the use of videocon-
ferencing software. Entrepreneurs who were reluctant to allow their employees to
telework—let alone to telework themselves—have clearly seen the added value as
videoconferencing allowed them to communicate in an efficient way, not only with
co-workers, but also with clients and suppliers. This may result in less physical
meetings in post-corona times.

(3) Innovative business model approaches: Entrepreneurs were forced to come up with
new creative sales approaches and adaptations to their business model. They reported
that the urgency of making fast decisions led to surprisingly good results, whereas,
in a non-crisis period, the launch of new concepts was done in a more bureaucratic
manner as they strived to reach perfection.

(4) Crisis planning: A small minority of firms in our sample had a contingency plan
before the COVID-19 crisis hit. These plans help an organization to respond effectively
to a future crisis situation, as it can provide clear guidelines on how and when to
take certain actions (e.g., what will be the first action to cut in the cost structure,
what will we do to find additional revenue). Once the crisis emerged, firms created
‘ad hoc’ plans which may have resulted in suboptimal decisions. The absence of
a clear crisis plan that was made during normal times was clearly a disadvantage



Sustainability 2021, 13, 9296 11 of 20

for many entrepreneurs. They realized that they need a contingency plan for future
negative events.

(5) Innovative supply chain approaches: Entrepreneurs faced difficult situations in
which they could not produce goods or deliver services any longer as soon as one
supplier of a key component was no longer able to deliver. These severe supply chain
hiccups made entrepreneurs realize that they were too dependent on one supplier.
Having a parallel supply chain for critical components may prevent firms from seizing
their operation if one firm cannot deliver on time.

(6) Innovative business process approaches: In crisis times, several business processes
must withstand turbulent circumstances. This can highlight weaknesses. By taking
on a more operational role during the crisis, entrepreneurs realized that some existing
processes were not as efficient as they initially thought. They came to realize for
example that automatization of multiple internal processes was crucial. At the same
time, it became clear where the firm had slack resources and where the firm lacked
certain skills.

(7) Crisis management function: There is an everlasting tension between entrepreneur-
ship and management. Good entrepreneurs are often not good managers and vice
versa. Entrepreneurs are creative and like exploring new things. Managers tend to
plan, control, and exploit the existing business. Entrepreneurs who had taken a step
back from their managerial tasks to focus on their strengths (such as business model
innovation or strategic development) reported that they took on the role of crisis
manager as they felt that they could add value in this role. The uncertainty that needs
to be managed, the creative skills that are needed to come up with new processes,
and the quick decision-making that is inherent to a crisis are all tasks which appeared
to be closely related to the entrepreneurial DNA.

4.2. Entrepreneurs during the Second Wave
4.2.1. What Are the Specific Challenges That Growth-Oriented Firms Are Facing?

As shown in Figure 5, also in the second wave, the sales function was reported to
be most impacted (45%), again followed by operations (27%). However, during the first
wave the sales function was more frequently mentioned to have the highest impact (60%),
whereas operations was mentioned by 23% of the entrepreneurs at that time. Hence,
the most heavily impacted functions during the second wave remain the same, but it
appears that the difference between sales and operations became smaller. A reason for
this can be found in the fact that the sales team had already become more acquainted with
selling in a digital way, and clients had become more comfortable with making buying
decisions digitally.

4.2.2. How Did Entrepreneurs of Growth-Oriented Firms React to These Challenges?

Again, as a response to the challenges endured in the second wave, the growth-
oriented entrepreneurs took actions that contributed to the development of entrepreneurial
resilience capabilities [43]. We again asked all respondents which specific actions they
took. In line with Section 4.1.2 we again labelled reactions that are mostly routine-based as
actions contributing to the firm’s operating capabilities as they assist the firm in executing
its key operating activities during the COVID-19 (i.e., making the current offering COVID-
proof by, for example, using antibacterial hand gel or face masks). Reactions that require
significant change and reconfiguration in the firm’s strategy, routines, or managerial skills
were labelled as actions that contribute to the firm’s dynamic capabilities (e.g., renewed
customer relationships, new ways of doing business). It became clear that more actions
related to the development of dynamic instead of operating capabilities were taken.
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Figure 5. Most heavily impacted business functions during second wave.

4.2.2.1. Actions Taken by Entrepreneurs That Contribute to Creation of Operating and
Dynamic Capabilities

When the second COVID-19 wave hit Belgium in the fall of 2020, many growth-
oriented entrepreneurs already developed several operating and dynamic capabilities (see
Section 4.1.2). An overview of the most important actions taken in the second wave are
summarized in Figure 6 below.
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The following actions related to the creation of operating capabilities were most often
taken by the growth-oriented entrepreneurs during the second wave:

(1) COVID-proof offering: 24% of the entrepreneurs indicated that making their offering
as COVID-proof as possible was their primary focus.

The following actions related to the creation of dynamic capabilities were most often
taken by the growth-oriented entrepreneurs during the second wave:
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(1) Renewed customer relationships: 24% of the entrepreneurs mentioned that they
focused on strengthening the relationships with the existing clients while also looking
at new ways to manage these relationships.

(2) New ways of doing business: Multiple actions were taken to further enhance the
reframing of the ways in which the growth-oriented firms do business. This was
achieved by, for example, making their offering more digital (17%), entering new
market segments (15%), introducing new products or services (11%), looking at new
pricing policies (5%), and “other actions” (4%) such as strengthening their sales
department by retraining certain employees to a sales role.

4.2.2.2. Lessons Learned by Entrepreneurs

The responses of the year-end survey of 2020, sent out during the second wave,
were summarized, and showed that the following three elements can be considered as
supporting factors in the creation of entrepreneurial resilience of our respondents, in
addition to the ones already created during the first wave (see Section 4.1.2.2):

(1) New ways of working: Almost 50% of the entrepreneurs indicated that more tele-
work, less business traveling, and more flexibility in managing the workplace created
more resilience in crisis periods. In particular, the more severe measures during the
second wave made such aspects crucial for making sure that all employees could
perform their function within the firm without losing productivity.

(2) Optimal use of digital approaches: The digitalization developments already en-
hanced the entrepreneurs’ resilience during the first wave. In the second wave, they
could even more easily switch back to telework and online meetings such that work
productivity was not hampered. Additionally, the already digitalized firm processes
and tools were further optimized such that the impact on the way of working and
communicating was less severe.

(3) Newly created sales approaches: Given the changes made in the business models of
their firms, the entrepreneurs put even more emphasis on different and enhanced
relationships with customers and suppliers such that no sales delay could impact firm
performance. They also looked at more profitable product mixes, with new products
and services offered more quickly to the customers.

4.3. Remaining Challenges in 2021 According to the Resilient Growth Firms

Finally, in our second survey in December 2020, we asked the growth-related en-
trepreneurs to take a look forward towards 2021. Even though they tackled many unfore-
seen challenges, we wanted to know which challenges for 2021 they think they would face
despite the fact that they had become more resilient. We summarized the major challenges
of 2021 by categorizing the answers to this open question as follows:

(1) Keeping revenues on point and creating sales growth opportunities
(2) Continuation of firm growth, both nationally and internationally
(3) Maintaining human and financial resources
(4) Rebuilding firm culture and trust with stakeholders
(5) Staying agile towards new crises

5. Results and Discussion

COVID-19 has changed the rules of the game in our society. The pandemic is a public
health crisis with profound implications for all entrepreneurs and their ventures. As the
ground rules shifted like never before, many firms struggled to survive while others even
were forced into liquidation. As with all crises, the good news is that challenges often
entail learning opportunities. Winston Churchill once famously said, “never let a good
crisis go to waste” [61], meaning that learning opportunities might also exist in the ongoing
COVID-19 crisis. Prior research has shown that economic crises can help entrepreneurs
to build entrepreneurial resilience [10,62]. For this reason, the objective of this study
was to investigate how the COVID-19 crisis has forced growth-oriented firms to build
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entrepreneurial resilience. The focus of this study is on growth-oriented firms for two
reasons. First, while the economic importance of growth-oriented firms in terms of wealth-
and net job creation is self-evident, research on how the COVID-19 crisis is impacting these
firms is scarce. Second, the way in which an external threat like COVID-19 is impacting
organizations seems to be highly firm-specific [43]. For example, in general terms and
faced with the same COVID-19 pandemic, a small or micro firm may face different threats
as opposed to a growth-oriented firm.

As prior literature has shown, building entrepreneurial resilience follows a process
that needs to be developed in relation to specific threats [43]. Indeed, threats can differ in
their make-up and this make-up is crucial in order to fully grasp how to guard against these
threats and build entrepreneurial resilience. Additionally, the way in which these threats
are perceived and/or experienced also depends on the type of firm that is confronted with
these threats. Therefore, to understand the process of building entrepreneurial resilience, it
is important to have a clear understanding of how growth-oriented firms have perceived
these specific COVID-19 related threats. Accordingly, the first research questions (RQ1)
of this explorative study deals with identifying the specific challenges growth-oriented
firms are facing as a result of the COVID-19 crisis. The results of our study show that
growth-oriented firms are facing a wide variety of threats ranging from HR to finance,
operations, supply chain, and sales. Our data show that threats related to operations and
sales were the ones having the biggest impact on the firm. When we look at the different
time frames in which this study took place, we see that operations-related threats were
especially perceived as very important in the beginning of the COVID-19 crisis (i.e., end of
March/early April 2020) but the perceived importance of these operation-related threats
decreased as the crisis continued. Conversely, our results show an opposite trend for
sales-related challenges. Namely, although sales was already identified as a challenge in
the beginning of the COVID-19 crisis, our results show that sales-related challenges became
even more important as the crisis continued, reaching a peak at the end of wave 1 (i.e.,
week 27 April–1 May). In wave 2 of the COVID-19 pandemic, the most heavily impacted
functions remained the same, but it appears that the difference between sales-related and
operations-related threats became smaller.

To further unravel the process of building entrepreneurial resilience, we must look
beyond the perceived challenges that growth-oriented firms are facing. As suggested
by the theoretical framework of Manfield and Newey [43], firms need to respond to a
specific organizational threat in order to deliberately learn, build capabilities, and ulti-
mately become more resilient. In other words, mapping the threat response landscape by
categorizing the different actions growth-oriented firms have taken can help us to reveal
how resilience is built during the COVID-19 crisis. Therefore, our second research question
(RQ2) was devoted to revealing the firms’ responses and was formulated as follows: How
did entrepreneurs of growth-oriented firms react to these challenges? Here, our data reveal
a similar trend as in RQ1. Namely, when the COVID-19 crisis first kicked in, the initial
reactions were very operational and mostly related to short-term survival. Examples of
these operational responses were management of cash positions, frequent and transparent
communication with employees, and taking care of the workforce. Based on these findings
we can conclude that especially in the beginning of the COVID-19 crisis, growth-oriented
firms took actions that have helped them to strengthen their operating capabilities as these
capabilities are usually routine-based and support a firm in executing its key operating
activities [48,49]. Next to the important actions that relate to building operating capabilities,
our data show that growth-oriented entrepreneurs already took a first step in building
dynamic capabilities during wave 1 by initiating actions that relate to reconfiguring existing
competences. For example, in wave 1 entrepreneurs indicated that they already started
looking for new customer segments, applied a build-measure-learn approach [63] in inter-
acting with customers and peers, and reconfigured their role by integrating their strategic
thinking abilities with day-to-day operational management when necessary. All these
actions can be seen as examples of how growth-oriented entrepreneurs already started
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building dynamic capabilities in wave 1 of the COVID-19 crisis. The focus on actions that
relate to building dynamic capabilities became even more profound during the second
wave. As the crisis endured our data show a shift in the type of actions growth-oriented
entrepreneurs were taking. The results of our empirical study indicate that growth-oriented
firms shifted their focus from responses that relate to short-term survival to responses that
related more to long-term growth and opportunity identification. Examples of such actions
that have helped these firms to further build their dynamic capabilities are renewed cus-
tomer relationships, exploring new ways of doing business, and the creation of sustainable
partnerships. Building such dynamic capabilities is a fundamental prerequisite in order
to survive the COVID-19 crisis. It seems especially relevant for growth-oriented firms as
they need to adapt and change if they want to reach a new homeostasis, i.e., ‘bouncing
forward’ [43], meaning they not only want to recover from the ongoing COVID-19 crisis
but also attempt to achieve their growth ambitions. Future research might investigate to
what extend our findings also hold for firms that did not have such an explicit growth
ambition. It might be interesting for future researchers to investigate to what extent a firm’s
growth ambition prior to the COVID-19 crisis has helped them to build new capabilities
and ultimately survive the COVID-19 crisis.

Our final research question related to the lessons learned and how entrepreneurs
of growth-oriented firms perceive the future (RQ 3). In this context, prior research has
shown that entrepreneurship is highly dependent on the current economic climate and
is expected to be highly influenced by crises [4]. For this reason, we expected to find a
rather negative outlook as the COVID-19 crisis has significantly impacted entrepreneurs.
Surprisingly, our data show that growth-oriented entrepreneurs are still quite positive
about the future. We identified a plethora of lessons that entrepreneurs learned during
the crisis. Examples of entrepreneurial learning [64] during the COVID-19 crisis which
we identified in our data range from innovation in supply chain—business processes and
business models—to digitalization, and crisis management. In line with Greiner’s [65]
evolutionary view on firm growth, entrepreneurs should fully exploit past events and
experiences in order to both gain a clearer comprehension of the current crisis as well as
being better prepared for future crises and move successfully from one growth stage to
another. We find support for this premise as most growth-oriented entrepreneurs indicate
that firm growth, both nationally and internationally, is still high on their agenda. We can
conclude that the growth-oriented firms in our sample still see growth opportunities in the
future. There are, however, some important challenges which they believe are crucial in
order to succeed in their growth ambitions. Examples of such growth-related challenges
are maintaining human and financial resources and rebuilding firm culture and trust with
important stakeholders.

The findings of this study provide interesting insights for future research. First, to the
best of our knowledge, our study is the first to investigate the complex “challenge-reaction-
learning loop” for growth-oriented firms during the COVID-19 pandemic in Flanders. In
this specific context, our results revealed the most prominent challenges, reactions, and
lessons learned in a crisis like the COVID-19 pandemic. For this reason, our findings
provide a fertile ground for future researchers to investigate to what extent current findings
also hold for other type of firms (e.g., micro-firms, family firms, publicly quoted firms)
or in other geographical contexts. For example, our results revealed that threats related
to operations and sales where the ones having the biggest impact on growth-oriented
firms. Future studies could assess if this observation is common for all type of firms or to
what extent firm-specific goals may alter the importance of perceived challenges induced
by an external crisis like the COVID-19 pandemic. For example, family firms are often
characterized by the importance they attach to non-financial family-related goals such
as the perpetuation of the family dynasty, binding social ties, and emotional attachment,
e.g., [66–69]. It would be interesting to scrutinize the impact of such non-financial family-
related goals on the perceived challenges induced by the COVID-19 pandemic. Family
firms may have experienced the impact of the COVID-19 crisis differently as a result of
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their non-financial goals in such a way that other business functions, like HR, might have
had a bigger impact. Additionally, another interesting area for future research relates to
the temporal aspect of the perceived challenges during the crisis. In the context of Flemish
growth-oriented firms, our data show that sales related challenges reached their peak at
the end of wave 1 (i.e., week 27 April–1 May) and slightly decreased afterwards. This
temporal element might be an interesting future research topic to investigate how the
importance of sales-related challenges evolves over time in other type of firms during
an economic crisis. Indeed, in business plans for start-ups and scale-ups, sales is usually
seen as the first item forecast because it captures volume of business [70]. For this reason,
these types of firms are often highly concerned with their sales numbers. Nevertheless,
from a capital markets perspective, it could be argued that “bigger isn’t always better”.
Increased volume of business will only translate into added value for shareholders if
this expansion is accompanied by cost control [71,72]. Depending on the type of firm
and respective strategic goals, this “bigger isn’t always better” idea might explain why
some firms might perceive other business functions as more important over time vis-à-vis
the growth-oriented firms in scope of our study. For example, family firms that place
high importance on the preservation of their non-financial family goals might have had
other priorities apart from their sales function in the very beginning of the COVID-19 crisis.
Indeed, family firms are said to be loss averse when it comes to threats to their non-financial
family goals (e.g., relinquishing family control, creating or saving jobs for family members)
even if this means accepting a greater performance hazard [68,73]. For this reason, it might
be an interesting future research area to investigate the perceived (temporal) importance
of the sales function in family firms during an economic crisis compared to the growth-
oriented firms in this study. An interesting research question in this context might be the
following: are family firms willing to first incur a greater decrease in sales at the beginning
of a crisis and focus on cost-cutting, if this is what it takes to protect their non-financial
family goals? Consequently, does the perceived importance of the sales function increase
during the crisis once these non-financial family goals are secured? In this line, a number
of possible future research questions related to the perceived (temporal) importance of
business challenges induced by an economic crisis exist. We especially encourage future
researchers to investigate how and to what extent firm goals prior to the economic crisis
might affect these perceived challenges. Recently, Kuckertz and Brändle [21] also suggested
that the way in which entrepreneurial resilience is built may depend on a firm’s specific
position prior to the crisis and the scope of the impact on the resources available to them
during the crisis. A limitation of our study is that we did not control for the participating
respondents’ (financial) resources available prior to the crisis which leaves an interesting
research opportunity for future endeavors.

In line with the previous future research questions, it might also be interesting to ex-
plicitly investigate to what extent the entrepreneurial resilience as a result of the “challenge-
reaction-learning loop” during an economic crisis has an effect on business continuity
and sustainability practices [74] after the crisis. Large scale longitudinal research designs
may help future researchers to scrutinize how the behavior of firms has changed after the
crisis as a result of the acquired entrepreneurial resilience and consequently evaluate the
long-term effects of the different actions taken by the entrepreneurs in terms of revenues,
clients’ portfolio, changes in supply and demand structure, profitability, employment,
sustainability practices, etc. Furthermore, this explorative study did not investigate the
effect of entrepreneurial resilience on latent entrepreneurship variables that have an undis-
puted effect on firm performance. Future research might therefore rely on quantitative
research designs to investigate how the COVID-19 crisis and respective entrepreneurial
resilience has had an effect on conventional latent entrepreneurship variables like en-
trepreneurial orientation (EO), e.g., [75,76]; strategic entrepreneurial behavior (SEB) [77]; or
entrepreneurial passion (EP), e.g., [78–80]. From a methodological point of view, qualitative
research designs or even mixed-method research designs [81] combining surveys, content
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analysis, and in-depth expert interviews might deepen our understanding of the proposed
“challenge-reaction-learning loop”.

The findings of this study have a number of important implications for future prac-
tice and policy. First, there are a number of practical implications for growth-oriented
entrepreneurs and their advisors. The findings in our study may guide these entrepreneurs
in their own journey to build entrepreneurial resilience as we have revealed how other
growth-oriented entrepreneurs have dealt with the COVID-19 crisis. Sharing knowledge
with significant others has proven to have a positive effect on the net asset and added
value growth of these firms [82,83]. Therefore, sharing the findings of our study with
growth-oriented entrepreneurs and their advisors might help them to improve their own
“challenge-reaction-learning loop” as this study shows how significant others have experi-
enced and dealt with the current COVID-19 pandemic. Moreover, the reported findings
on ‘lessons learned’ are very interesting for other growth-oriented entrepreneurs facing
the COVID-19 pandemic. Second, our study also has important implications for policy
makers. Prior research has shown that policy makers play an important role in helping
firms to recover from the COVID-19 crisis. Although there have been several fiscal and
monetary policies adopted by different countries worldwide [84], specific policies aimed
at growth-oriented firms are scarce as most government interventions especially aim to
support SMEs in general [11]. Our study underscores the importance of growth-oriented
firms in terms of their contribution to economic growth and added value, e.g., [16–18].
Therefore, and especially in times of an economic crisis, the recovery of our economy is
highly dependent on the resilience of growth-oriented entrepreneurs. Unfortunately, a
recent report of the European Commission [11] has exposed the shortcomings of current
government support (e.g., the well-known loan schemes and furlough schemes) for growth-
oriented firms as they appear to be not tailored for the specific needs of this important
group of growth-oriented firms. For example, the European Commission claims [11] that
government interventions to support the survival and emergence of growth-oriented firms
in the recovery phase of the COVID-19 crisis need to be based around alternative forms
of financial support (e.g., by specifically increasing the availability of risk capital). The
findings of this explorative study may help policy makers to create better tailor-made
government support and assist them to introduce alternative forms of (financial) support
that build on the specific growth-oriented challenges identified in this research report.

6. Conclusions

In sum, we can conclude that building entrepreneurial resilience during the COVID-19
crisis has been an iterative process where the “challenge-reaction-learning loop” has helped
growth-oriented firms to build and strengthen their operating and dynamic capabilities
needed to survive this global pandemic. Entrepreneurial learning is a continuous process
which every firm goes through and often happens unconsciously. Therefore, the articulation
of this learning process may be difficult for most entrepreneurs as they are not familiar
with reflecting explicitly on such issues [85]. By making this learning process explicit and
dividing it into a “challenge-reaction-learning loop”, this explorative study contributes
to both theory and practice and provides future researchers with a framework to further
elucidate how entrepreneurial resilience is built in times of crises.

Author Contributions: Conceptualization, J.S., P.V. & Y.D.; methodology, J.S., P.V. & Y.D.; software,
J.S., P.V. & Y.D.; validation, J.S., P.V. & Y.D.; formal analysis, J.S., P.V. & Y.D.; investigation, J.S., P.V. &
Y.D.; resources, J.S., P.V. & Y.D.; data curation, J.S., P.V. & Y.D.; writing—original draft preparation, J.S.,
P.V. & Y.D.; writing—review and editing, J.S., P.V. & Y.D.; visualization, J.S., P.V. & Y.D.; supervision,
J.S., P.V. & Y.D.; project administration, J.S., P.V. & Y.D. All authors have read and agreed to the
published version of the manuscript.

Funding: This research received no external funding.

Institutional Review Board Statement: Ethical review and approval were waived for this study
since no (sensitive) personal data and information was processed.



Sustainability 2021, 13, 9296 18 of 20

Informed Consent Statement: Informed consent was obtained from all subjects involved in the study.

Data Availability Statement: Data available upon reasonable request (Y.D.).

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflict of interest.

References
1. Magretta, J. Why Business Models Matter; Harvard Business School: Boston, MA, USA, 2002.
2. Zilber, T.B. Stories and the discursive dynamics of institutional entrepreneurship: The case of Israeli high-tech after the bubble.

Organ. Stud. 2007, 28, 1035–1054. [CrossRef]
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