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Abstract. The COVID-19 pandemic brought significant changes and challenges to the
entrepreneurial leaders of small businesses across the world. Notwithstanding the significant body
of research in crisis leadership, there is little known about the behaviours of small firm
entrepreneurial leaders. Adopting a role identity perspective, the empirical data from this
international qualitative study offers a first-hand and real-time account of entrepreneurial leader
role-related behaviours in crisis. Drawing upon the evidence from 30 small business entrepreneurs
and 4 business support organisations, analysis of the data confirmed the centrality and breadth of
responsibility held by the entrepreneurial leaders of small firms, and identified three multifaceted
and interchangeable roles adopted by them in the crisis — the CEO leader, the Learner leader, and
the Nurturer leader.
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1. Introduction

Defined by many as an existential crisis, the COVID-19 pandemic brought
ramifications far beyond the ‘normal’ mini-crisis states for the entrepreneurial
leaders of small businesses (Elkington and Breen, 2015). On one hand, it was a
crisis that suddenly disturbed the structures, routines, and capabilities of the
organisation (Williams et al., 2017), resulting in a widespread and damaging
impact on the small business sector (Fairlie, 2020). But, on the other hand, it
demonstrated the ability of entrepreneurial leaders to adapt their business model
not only to survive, but to grow (Ritter and Pedersen, 2020). As such, an
entrepreneurial approach is now recognised as a vital component for the leaders
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of businesses of all sizes to cultivate and cope with the economic challenges of
the COVID-19 pandemic (Guberina and Wang, 2021).

Although there is some existing literature on new venture creation crisis (e.g.,
Davidsson and Gordon, 2016; Simén-Moya et al, 2016) and ‘disaster
entrepreneurship’ (Linnenluecke and McKnight, 2017), we know surprisingly
little about how entrepreneurial leaders respond and adapt during times of crisis,
and the roles they play in this process (Flamholtz and Randle, 2021). There is a
large body of research in the domain of crisis leadership, but there is little insight
into the practice of entrepreneurial leadership that reflects the centrality of the
founder and the unique resource capabilities and liabilities of small firms
compared to larger organisations. In view of the lack of knowledge, this study
sets out to explore the following questions:

1. How do entrepreneurial leaders within the small businesses environment
respond to a major crisis?

2. What roles do they play in this process?

The overall aim of this paper is to present a new empirical understanding of
entrepreneurial leadership roles in the context of a global crisis. More
specifically, we seek to identify the behaviours and actions of entrepreneurial
leaders in navigating the crisis, and to understand the links between the
multifaceted and interchangeable roles of entrepreneurial leaders as a result of a
Crisis.

Entrepreneurial leadership, an emerging and distinctive field of enquiry,
takes into consideration the specificities of the leadership role in new and small
(rather than large) organisation and the high-velocity environment of competition
and change that they experience (Hmieleski and Ensley, 2007; Harrison et al.,
2015; Leitch and Volery, 2017). It is also important to recognise that there has
been an important shift in emphasis in the literature away from identifying the
specific personality traits of the entrepreneurial leader towards understanding the
roles and behaviours of entrepreneurial leaders interacting in a specific context
(Leitch and Volery, 2017; Wu et al., 2021). There are numerous studies that have
sought to advance understanding of what characterises entrepreneurial behaviour
with a focus on new venture creation and growth (Gruber and MacMillan, 2017).
Notwithstanding the corporate context of entrepreneurial leadership studied by
Flamholtz and Randle (2021), no research has clearly defined the behaviours of
small business entrepreneurial leaders in times of significant and global crisis,
when change is externally forced upon the founder.

In this article, we propose an identity perspective, specifically the insights
offered by role identity (see for instance other studies in the literature by Cardon
et al., 2009; Alsos et al., 2016; Sieger et al., 2016; Gruber and MacMillan, 2017),
as a relevant theoretical lens to help scholars in their quest to better understand
entrepreneurial leadership behaviour. Given the aim of the paper, an empirical
study was carried out during two critical stages of the pandemic (during the initial
lockdown period in May 2020 and during the emerging phase in April/May2021).
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This article reports on the qualitative findings from rapid response research
(Kuckertz et al., 2020), involving 30 entrepreneurial leaders of small businesses
and 4 business support organisations.

The contribution of this paper brings new insight and understanding located
at the interface of entrepreneurial leadership and crisis leadership presenting new
insight into the key roles of the adaptive entrepreneurial leader who can
successfully navigate crisis. The format of the paper is as follows: the first
section provides a review of prior research in the wider crisis leadership literature
pointing out the skills, characteristics, and behaviours critical to leading change
and relevant to the small firm context. Next, we set out the unit of analysis of this
study focused on entrepreneurial leaders, with a subsequent discussion on role
identity theory as the theoretical frame for the research. Thereafter, the paper
presents the context of the study, which is fundamental to understanding the
nature of the pandemic crisis and its impact on entrepreneurial leaders. Then, we
present the research design followed by the findings and discussion of the study.
In the concluding section of the paper, we present implications, the limitations of
the study and recommendations for future research.

2. Literature Review

2.1. Crisis Leadership Research — A Small Firm Perspective

The difference between leading business challenges and leading in a major crisis
is made clear in the wider crisis leadership literature (Mazanek, 2015). In their
review of the literature, Wu et al. (2021) point out three distinct characteristics of
major crises relating to events perceived as unexpected, highly salient, and
potentially disruptive. Characterised by ambiguity and uncertainty, major
external crises are unexpected, occur infrequently, and bring unanticipated
impacts to business organisations (James and Wooten, 2011; Wu et al., 2021).
Moreover, different to an organisational crisis, the salience of the pandemic as a
major crisis was evident in terms of the imposed substantial changes to the way
companies operated and managed relationships with their stakeholders (Wu et al.,
2021).

The impact of a major and sudden external crisis upon the cognitive,
emotional, and behaviours of leaders is well documented (James and Wooten,
2011), which has led to a stream of research focused on leadership skills,
characteristics, and behaviours in large complex organisations across different
sectors and sectors. This has included studies of public health and safety crises
(e.g., Hadley et al., 2011; Paquin et al., 2018), corporate and political scandals,
financial crises (e.g., Pang et al., 2006; Yang, 2012), globalization (Markovi,
2018) and national terrorist attacks (Powley and Taylor, 2014).
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Within these studies, the literature first points out the leadership skills critical
to leading in a crisis, which include information assessment and gathering to
inform decision making under pressure (e.g., Quarantelli, 1988; Halverson et al.,
2004). In addition, research also points out communication skills as critical in
conveying confidence to employees, customers, suppliers and other stakeholders
(Kuckertz et al., 2020; McGuire et al., 2020; Sherman et al., 2020). Secondly,
other studies of crisis leadership characteristics refer to the internal resources of
the leader and identify constructs such as servant leadership, spiritual leadership,
authentic leadership (Bennis and Thomas, 2002; Powley and Taylor, 2014), as
well as charismatic and transformational leadership approaches displaying vision,
empathy, calmness, and compassion (e.g., Dunne et al., 2016; Kuckertz et al.,
2020; Sherman et al., 2020).

Thirdly, given the focus of this article on the behaviours of entrepreneurial
leaders in a crisis, the adaptive capacity of the leader in deploying different
strategies during significant crisis is recognised as a critical behaviour (Bennis
and Thomas, 2002; Wisittigars and Siengthai, 2019). Some researchers have
found leaders can have varying degrees of context-related adaptive capacity,
visible in their behaviours and mediated by interpretations of change, which don’t
necessarily translate into adaptive behaviour (Ayala and Manzano, 2014).
Research more recently has found adaptive leaders possess an awareness of self
and others in leading change, as well as displaying strong behaviours
incorporating divergent thinking, learning goal orientation, and emotional and
intellectual intelligence (Wisittigars and Siengthai, 2019).

In a similar way, adaptive leadership is recognised in the small business
literature as a critical behaviour in leading change (Smallbone et al., 2012; Conz
et al., 2017), especially in terms of leadership resilience in a crisis (Ingirige et al.,
2008; Korber and McNaughton, 2018; Hutchinson et al., 2021). However, the
lack of specific research focused on small business leaders in the crisis leadership
literature became most obvious during the COVID-19 pandemic, underscored by
the widespread and prolific impact on the small business sector (Fairlie, 2020).
Research evidence from both academia and government sources underpins the
importance of adaptive entrepreneurial behaviour. It explains that while large
businesses may be able to survive for short periods without effective leadership
in place, the opposite is true for small firms (Perry, 2001; Beaver, 2003; CMI,
2015; GOV, 2017; IoD, 2018). Given both the importance of this subject and the
gap in knowledge, the following discussion will draw upon relevant
entrepreneurial leadership research and role identity theory to provide a
foundation from which to empirically explore this phenomenon.

Regardless of context or sector, there is agreement in the literature that
surviving a crisis ultimately depends on leadership (Flamholtz and Randle, 2021).
In the words of Tracy (2021), “the true test of leadership is how well you function
in a crisis”. Since context shapes leadership behaviours and actions during a
crisis, which in turn impacts the organisation and its stakeholders (Wu et al.,
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2021), it is argued the lack of knowledge about the entrepreneurial leader in a
small firm context is one worthy of attention.

2.2. Entrepreneurial Leadership and Navigating Crisis

There is a significant body of research in the fields of entrepreneurship and
leadership spanning decades (Harrison et al., 2016). The overlaps and parallels
historically and conceptually (Cogliser and Brigham, 2004), has led to the
emerging paradigm of entrepreneurial leadership (Harrison et al., 2016; Leitch
and Volery, 2017). In recent years there has been growing momentum in the
development of empirical and conceptual research in this area (Clark et al., 2019;
Bagheri and Harrison, 2020) to better define and understand the function and
form of entrepreneurial leadership (Flamholtz, 2011).

To this end, there are arguably three main perspectives on entrepreneurial
leadership adopted by scholars in the literature — psychological, behavioural, and
skill-based. Most of the research to date has focused on identifying the
characteristics or traits of entrepreneurial leaders, with some study of behaviours
and skills of entrepreneurial leadership (Wu et al., 2021). See for instance the
recent work of Bagheri and Harrison (2020) and their development of a
multidimensional construct which yields important insight into skills, qualities
and behaviours across eight dimensions (framing challenges, absorbing
uncertainty, building commitment, defining gravity, opportunity identification
and exploitation, learning orientation and creative collective self-efficacy).
Notwithstanding, the lack of empirical justification for entrepreneurial
leadership behaviours and skills in the literature is still problematic.

Unlike larger and more mature organisations, the centrality of the
entrepreneurial leader in decision-making and directing change is an important
point of distinction when researching the crisis context (Lubatkin et al., 2006;
Friedman et al., 2016). The literature emphasises the ability of entrepreneurial
leaders to overcome challenges and exploit opportunities for growth in highly
complex, turbulent, and uncertain environments (e.g., Hmieleski and Ensley,
2007; Harrison et al., 2018). Despite the ‘normal’ or ‘daily’ mini crisis states
experienced by entrepreneurial leaders in small business organisations (Elkington
and Breen, 2015), there is strong empirical evidence of a positive correlation
between entrepreneurial leadership and performance (Van Zyl and Mathur-Helm,
2007). Taking this unique leadership ability into account, there remains little
knowledge about how entrepreneurs adapt their behaviours and adopt different
leadership roles in response to extreme crisis (Hill et al., 2021). One of the very
few relevant studies is the work of Flamholtz and Randle (2021), which presents
a number of case studies of successful and unsuccessful entrepreneurial
leadership responses to extreme crisis, but from the context of large established
organisations.
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As stated at the outset of this paper, this article reflects a shift in the literature
away from leadership personality and traits towards understanding the roles and
behaviours of entrepreneurial leaders interacting in a specific context (Leitch and
Volery, 2017). Endeavours to define the entrepreneurial leader role, describes a
leadership process whereby the entrepreneur influences the actions of followers
towards the realisation of set goals (Musara and Nieuwenhuizen, 2020). Other
studies define the process identifying opportunities and marshalling resources
from various stakeholders in order to exploit opportunities and create value
(Leitch and Volery, 2017). Given there is little evidence to draw upon, but a need
to frame our understanding, the following discussion will provide a role identity
perspective on entrepreneurial leadership.

2.3. A Role Identity Perspective on Entrepreneurial Leadership

Role identity theory takes on a sociological perspective on identity focusing on
the role-related behaviours of individuals (Burke, 1980). As explained in the
work of Bell et al. (2019), role identity theory emphasises the ability to categorise
self as a role-occupier and to integrate the meanings and expectations within the
self (Burke and Tully, 1977; Thoits, 1986) and across different situations and
activities (Thoits and Virshup, 1997). As such, the consideration of
entrepreneurship as an identity has become a popular concept in entrepreneurship
research. Gruber and MacMillan (2017) argue that role identity theory, as one of
the most prominent theories of the human self, has strong potential to advance
scholarly understanding of entrepreneurial behaviour.

Entrepreneurial role identity research into how entrepreneurs define and
manage their identity roles (e.g., Hoang and Gimeno 2010; Mathias and Williams,
2018; Grimes 2018) has helped explain entrepreneurial behaviour (e.g., Fauchart
and Gruber, 2011; York et al., 2016; Zuzul and Tripsas, 2020; Wagenschwanz,
2021). It acknowledges this concept as a salient identity that motivates individuals
to take on entrepreneurial roles (Murnieks and Mosakowski, 2007), as well as
explaining differences in the behaviours between roles. Studies to date have
identified a comparative range of entrepreneurial roles such as founder, inventor,
and developer (Cardon et al., 2009), or the entrepreneur as manager and investor
(Mathias and Williams, 2018), or scientific and visionary roles (Grimes 2018), as
well as revolutionary and discoverer founder roles (Zuzul and Tripsas, 2020).
Other research has focused on the behaviours of individual roles such as
‘caretaker’ which brought new understanding to the common narrative of a wider
responsibility beyond the legal requirement to manage finances and employees
(Jones et al., 2008; Bell et al., 2019).

While these roles are defined and articulated differently, it is argued due to
the multi-tasking nature of entrepreneurship, entrepreneurs often, in reality,
manage multiple ‘micro-identities (Shepherd and Haynie, 2009). However,
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therein lies a challenge. Often engrained in their holistic self-identity,
entrepreneurs can find it difficult to separate micro-identities formed between
business and personal roles (Lobel, 1991; Shepherd and Haynie 2009; Shepherd
and Patzelt, 2018). To shed light on this phenomenon, Shepherd and Patzelt
(2018) presented the concept of identity synergy. While many leaders are able to
compartmentalize the roles they adopt, identity synergy is a often a method to
cope with multiple micro-identities seen within entrepreneurial leaders, where
synergistic identities can be mergered (or converge) resulting in effeciency across
all roles (Shepherd and Patzelt, 2018).

Considering the aim of this paper, we believe role identity theory can shed
light on what drives the behaviour of entrepreneurial leaders not only in
navigating the challenge of new firm creation (Cardon et al., 2009) but in
challenging contexts such as crisis. Acknowledging how both individual agency
and societal influences can determine how a person derives a definition of self
(Watson 2009), this research adopts a self-reported approach to exploring
entrepreneurial leader role identity focused on their ‘individual thoughts,
feelings, and beliefs’ (Hoang and Gimeno 2010: 42).

2.4. The Pandemic Crisis in Context

Welter and Lasch (2008) argue that in developing the scholarly field of
entrepreneurship, research must be grounded within a context as this provides a
lens through which to view the discipline as well as providing data for
comparison and convergence within the field of study. Given its truly exogenous,
uncertain, and global features, the COVID-19 pandemic is deemed a unique crisis
that demanded a unique response not only from policymakers, but from business
leaders and civic society alike (Borio, 2020). While the literature notes crisis can
bring opportunities for innovation and growth (Johnson, 2010), research also
acknowledges the negative consequences for established businesses (Coombs,
2005), and especially small firms (Fairlie, 2020). Given the scale of impact
across the world and sectors, the COVID-19 pandemic demonstrated how the
leaders of businesses both large and small had no choice but to adapt or transform
their business to survive (Ritter and Pedersen, 2020). This paper builds on the
author's research on entrepreneurial resilience (Hutchinson et al., 2021) and
brings new and specific empirical insight into the roles of the entrepreneurial
leaders in small firms who successfully navigated the crisis that was COVID-19.
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3. Methodology

3.1. Qualitative Rapid Research Approach

The aim of the research process was to understand iterative patterns in
entrepreneurial leadership behaviours in such a way to identify key crisis
leadership roles. A qualitative rapid response approach (Kuckertz et al., 2020)
was adopted to capture self-reflective and descriptive data in real time (DiCicco-
Bloom and Crabtree, 2006; Austin and Sutton, 2014). Qualitative research is
deemed appropriate in the rapid response research context (Finlay et al., 2013),
the study of crisis leadership (James and Wooten, 2005; Guptill et al., 2018;
Moore, 2018; Wu et al., 2021) and in areas where existing knowledge is limited
(Miller, 1992). As such, semi-structured interview techniques using a series of
questions and prompts were conducted with each entrepreneur in the sample to
ensure consistency of data.

Given the time-sensitive nature of the research study and the context of the
crisis, which prevented the researchers from conducting the interviews in person
with the subjects, digital research methods for data gathering were employed (Hill
et al., 2021). A video conferencing platform (zoom) provided direct and quick
interaction with interview partners, at their chosen time and place. The
disadvantages of this research approach are acknowledged (Abidin and De Seta,
2020; Hill et al., 2021) but given the governmental lockdown requirements with
the regions under investigation, online qualitative research (Salmons, 2015)
offered a methodological fit with the research design, acceptable in
entrepreneurship research (Nambisan, 2017). Indeed, no limitations were noted
by the research team in adopting this format as they could see the participants and
fully interact with them as if in the same room.

3.2. Entrepreneurial Leader Sample

The entrepreneurs, as the unit of analysis, were a convenience sample identified
though the academic investigator’s contacts (Jager et al., 2017) based on their
availability to participate. Although convenience sampling has been critisised in
the literature (Saunders et al., 2020), it is also the most popular method of non-
probability sampling (Bornstein et al., 2013) and given the crisis, the researchers
had to rely on this method to access appropriate entrepreneurial leaders. The
sample was identified across three similar regions in Northern Ireland, Colorado
and Pennsylvania (USA). The regions were deemed similar in their rural
characteristics, their cultural similarities, and their liberal economies (as noted by
Content et al., 2019). An overview of the characteristics of the 30 businesses that
participated in the study is presented in Table 1 and discussed in the results. In
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summary, the businesses were predominantly in the service sector (90%) with a
turnover of less than $500k (93%), less than 10 employees (80%) and operating
for more than 6 years (76%).

Table 1: Small Business Sample Characteristics

Organisation Characteristics Number of Businesses
Industry sector Retail, Hospitality, and Events 6
Architecture, Construction, Environ- 5

ment
Art, Design, Music 6
Health and Beauty, Sport 4
Education & Childcare 1
Accountancy, Consultancy 3
Manufacturing 3
Digital/Marketing 2
N=30
Ownership Limited liability Company 12
(Legal status) S-Corporation 10
Sole trader 4
Self-employed 2
Non-profit 2
Partnership 0
N=30
Turnover* Less than $70,000 6
(Dollars) $70,000-8100,000 2
$100,000-$500,000 19
$500,000-$ 1million 1
$1million + 1
N =29%
Employees** Less than 5 14
(Full time or equiva- | 5.9 10
femt) 10-49 6
N=30
Years of operation 1 year or less 0
2-5 years 7
6-10 years 9
11 + years 14
N=30

* One business leader did not disclose turnover
** EU commission definition of small firms = less than 50 employees; micro = less than 10
employees



192 Identifying the Role of the Entrepreneurial Leader in Times of Crisis

The study also included interviews with the leaders of 4 business support
organisations who have an important stakeholder role supporting small business
leaders through the pandemic, not least providing information on government
regulations and signposting to resources. As independent entities, they supported
a wider range of entrepreneurial companies in their region and their interviews
provided confirmation data of the self-analysis data gleaned from the
entrepreneurial leaders. In a similar approach to the ecosystem perspective in
other entrepreneurial crisis studies (Spigel and Harrison, 2018; Kuckertz et al.,
2020), their insight also helped triangulate the data from the entrepreneurial
leaders.

3.3. Data Collection

Data was collected in two phases with the same entrepreneurial leaders
participating in both stages of the research. This two-stage approach was
important to gain a process-orientated view of crisis leadership in small firms (Wu
et al., 2021). Phase one was collected between April-May 2020 and stage two,
approximately one year later (May-June 2021). The first phase provided insight
into the entrepreneurial roles and behaviours at the beginning of the crisis, and the
second phase of data collection allowed for a deeper understanding of these
behaviours and the changes over the one-year period (Slogar, 2021).

In phase one, a semi-structured interview protocol was informed by the
review of the literature on crisis leadership and entrepreneurial leadership. To
ensure consistency and clarity, the interview protocol was developed and
reviewed by all members of the research team which was important given the
international and cross-cultural context of the research. The open-ended questions
provided a framework for discussion and allowed for flexibility within the
interview process based upon the constraints and opportunities at the time (Patton,
2002; Dana and Dana, 2005), and notes were assembled directly after the
interview (Kuckertz et al., 2020). In phase two, the interview protocol was guided
by the results from phase one and the wider leadership crisis literature. During
these interviews, the entrepreneurs were asked to reflect on their learning journey
over the 12 months between the data collection phases using prompts such as:

*  What has been your greatest learning from the last year?
* How has this impacted how you lead your business?
* Emerging from this crisis, what are your top three values (specific

beliefs) as a leader of your business that will shape how you lead post
pandemic?
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3.4. Data Analysis
As per Hennekam and Shymko (2020), interpretative phenomenological analysis
was employed using a four-stage process (Hutchinson et al., 2021) as illustrated

in Figure 1.

Figure 1: Data Analysis Process

1. Familharization with data
(indvidually and collectively)

2, lmmersion and sense making of Y
p = * —
data to 1dentify intial themes

3. Identify connections between
preliminary themes and cluster to Y
develop higher order themes and
sub-themes
4, I|'_n‘r]1r-.‘?_r]u‘n'_m' rhh'.l'_-__'.': the lens
of existing, theory

Source: Hutchinson et al. (2021).

The data was uploaded into NVivo software (Saunders et al., 2020) and
analysis was undertaken both individually and collectively by all members of the
research team who had read the transcripts multiple times to make sense of the
data (familiarisation) and to gain an appreciation of the whole story (Senior et al.,
2002). For confidentiality reasons, participating firms are identified with letters
pertaining to their region (NI = Northern Ireland, PN = Pennsylvania, and CL =
Colorado) and numbers (1, 2, etc.). To ensure cognitive and effective sense-
making, and to account for any potential international and cultural differences in
the regions, researchers then came together regularly to discuss the interview data
(Hutchinson et al., 2021). It was found the similarities between the regions far
outweighed any differences, especially in relation to the roles and behaviours
identified in this research. Although a limited number of differences were noted
in general e.g., trust in the government, these did not pertain to the focus on the
paper, and therefore are not discussed.

The second stage of analysis (immersion and sense-making) required
returning to the transcripts. Moving between inductive and deductive positions,
initial ideas and understandings from the data were connected by identifying and
classifying preliminary themes and clusters (Eatough et al., 2008). The
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connection between higher order themes and sub-themes were then identified in
the third stage of the process (see Figures 2, 3 and 4). As recommended by Musara
and Nieuwenhuizen (2020), the Gioia framework was employed to provide a
systematic methodology for inductive analysis of the qualitative data while
demonstrating rigor and scientific advancement of qualitative research (Gioia et
al., 2013).

First, the team developed 1st order codes, which foregrounded the views
expressed from the data sources and included the actions of the entrepreneurs
identified at both stage 1 and stage 2 of the data collection. The next stage
identified 2nd order themes and aggregate dimensions classified as behaviours.
Both concepts were guided by literature and the aggregate dimensions
consolidated the 2nd order themes to show their linkages (Gioia et al., 2013)
which supported the classification of the multiple roles the entrepreneurs adopted
within the context (crisis). Caution was taken to ensure there was no
disconnection between the participant’s words and the researcher’s
interpretations, including any potential differences in cultural context. The final
stage involved interpreting the themes using literature and theory as a lens to view
the analysis and make sense of the data in an iterative way (Charlick et al., 2016)
to define the entrepreneurial leader roles for navigating crisis.

4. Results and Discussion

From the two rounds of data gathering, it was evident that at the beginning of the
pandemic entrepreneurs were using their instinct to predict their future behaviours
in dealing with the onset of this crisis. Indeed, one year later, when the data was
analysed and compared, confirmed their self-reported predicted actions and
behaviours. Examples of this included, planned changes to their business model
e.g., the entrepreneurs were planning to deliver services or expanding
geographical reach using online mechanisms, and they did. Early in the pandemic,
entrepreneurial leaders also acknowledging the need to connect with staff,
customer and their family on a more personal level. In the second stage they
confirmed that these deeper connections got them, and their business, through the
crisis. The business support organisations provided further validity to the self-
analysis undertaken by entrepreneurs from a perspective of working with a larger
group of entrepreneurs in their regions and reported similar results to triangulate
the observations and interview data recorded.

In examining the demographics of the sample, the business organisations
represent a wide range of industry sectors. They all identified as small firms,
registered as limited liability companies or S-corps, with many of them exceeding
a turnover >$100,000. The majority of firms in this study (24/30) were ‘micro’ in
size, employing up to 10 people and the remaining 6 were ‘small’ employing up
to 50 people at the time of data collection, thereby fulfilling the EU Commission
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definition of SME. Most of them were ‘experienced’ entrepreneurs and had been
in business more than 6 years. Although a few entrepreneurs in the sample
identified that they had been through a global crisis before (global market crash
in the 1980°s and 2007 and the global impact of 9/11), most had no experience of
leading business change in such an exogenous crisis.

From the analysis of the data, and in consideration of the existing
understanding of entrepreneurial leadership from the literature, first order codes
describe the actions of the entreprencurial leader, whereas the second order
themes revealed the behaviours. These behaviours support the tactical and human
aspects of change (Hadley at al., 2011; Rao, 2012; Chattoraj and Shabnam, 2015;
Cucculelli and Peruzzi, 2020) that where were then categorised into core roles.
The results confirmed the central role of the leader in navigating the crisis,
indicating that there are three roles adopted by the entrepreneurial leader in times
of crisis; the CEO leader, the Learner leader, and the Nurturer leader. Themes
and evidence from the data analysis process and direct quotations from the
interviews are outlined in Figures 2, 3 and 4 respectively discussed hereafter.

4.1. The CEO Leader

The behaviours associated with the role performed by entrepreneurial leaders
included strategic decision maker, task-oriented manager, and change maker as
presented in Figure 2.
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Figure 2: Identifying the CEO Role Through Leadership Behaviours
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First, the strategic- decision maker was identified through actions such as
fluid and quick decisions (“As [ sit talking to you, I'm confident I'm making the
right decisions on the information I’ve got but I am happy that that decision might
change tomorrow” NI 18), as well as collaborative (“We leverage our entire
network of people to support good decisions” PN4) and confident decision
making. There is evidence that entrepreneurial leaders can make difficult
decisions in times of crisis through information gathering and assessment under



International Review of Entrepreneurship, Article #1698, 21(2) 197

pressure (e.g., Quarantelli, 1988; Halverson et al., 2004). In addition, they use
divergent thinking strategies to solve problems in challenging situations
(Wisittigars and Siengthai, 2019). Specifically, the results illustrated how they
leveraged their networks and sought validation from their industry associations to
support this process in times of crisis. For example, PN2 stated, “We are relying
on industry association people and our CPA to help us make good decisions”.
Given that our sample of entrepreneurial leaders may have lack of experiences in
the CEO role, this strategy provides them with additional confidence to make
decisions (as illustrated by linking arrow in figure 2).

The CEO entrepreneurial leader also adopts task orientated behaviours and
actions. This is a role the CEO usually designates to their managers, but this was
clearly demonstrated through their leader-management behaviours such as
increased communication, ensuring financial sustainability of the business, and
hands-on managing customer relationships. To illustrate, PN4 affirmed that
“...focus has been world class customer experiences from beginning to end”. In
order to convey confidence in uncertain times, the entrepreneurs believed it is
necessary to communicate more regularly in external communication to
customers, suppliers, and other stakeholders (Kuckertz et al., 2020; McGuire et
al., 2020) as well as prioritising internal communication with employees
(McGuire et al., 2020; Sherman et al., 2020). This was illustrated by multiple
entrepreneurs for example, “better communication is a priority with employees
and clients” PN3. New platforms were engaged for this process and involved
video conferencing for their internal communications (e.g., zoom meetings) and
various social media platforms and email for their external stakeholders.

There was a strong focus on ensuring the financial health of the organisation
by the task orientated CEO who managed cashflow and generating new income
where possible. This was closely linked to managing the customer relationships
where there was a focus on flexibility with their customer needs and protecting
the customer experience through the crisis. For example, CL6 stated, “We have
already offered clients monthly payment plans on larger prospective projects to
help their cash flow and ensure our business development continues as best it
can”. While protecting their own financial health, the entrepreneurs still
recognised the potential financial situations of their customers and offered
mechanisms such as payments plans for their products and services.

Finally, the CEO leader role included the behaviours of change maker for the
organisation. A natural role for the entrepreneur, it focuses on actions that the
entrepreneur takes to identify and harness opportunities (Leitch and Volery,
2017) while reimagining the elements of the business model (Amit and Zott,
2012; Johnson, 2018) and building capacity for growth. While many businesses
were cutting staff by 40% and reducing expenses (OECD, 2020), these leaders
were investing in people, training, facilities and technology. In this capacity, they
were visionaries (Grimes, 2018) who embraced change and uncertainty
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(Hmieleski and Ensley, 2007; Harrison et al., 2018) for business growth in the
long term.
4.2. Learner Leader

The learner leader demonstrates both task-based and self-aware learning
behaviours as presented in Figure 3.

Figure 3: Identifying the Learner Role Through Leadership Behaviours

LEARNER

Task-based learning was noted to include both formal (classes, courses,
executive training) and informal (books, webinars) motivated by the need to
develop a new skill. One entrepreneur emphasised that they had undertaken “a ton
of study.... certifications from online classes... read morning and evening. Now
is the (biggest) time to learn and develop” CL9. These behaviours have been
noted within the literature when describing the adaptive leader, especially in times
of crisis as they tend to display a strong learning goal orientation (Wisittigars and
Siengthai, 2019). The self-aware learner reflects on their own past experiences as
an importance source of learning. Many of the entrepreneurs had experienced
some form of personal crisis and others had experiences of major business crisis
(previous market crashes, bankruptcy etc). Examples of this include PN9 who
stated that “I have been through enough previous situations that have prepared
me (for now)”.

It was noted that no matter the size or impact of the crisis, they reflected on
these experiences, and this fuelled their resilience to survive in the crisis. As a
self-aware learner, many of the entrepreneurial leaders also sought to gather
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insight from the experiences of others e.g. “I have a daily accountability coach...
to help me at this time” CL2. As such, they become the mentee, open to advice
and feedback from a mentor who provides accountability and consultation to
support their business. Awareness of the experiences of self and others in leading
change is an important adaptive behaviour in leading change (Ruane, 2010;
Wisittigars and Siengthai, 2019).

4.3. Nurturer Leader

The nurturer has a focus on taking care of others but also recognises that they
must take care of themselves in order to survive a crisis (Wisittigars and
Siengthai, 2019). This demonstrates a high level of EQ as leaders and in this way
these entrepreneurial leaders can be described as ‘radically human’ (Burnison,
2021) because they put people at the heart of how they lead.

Figure 4: Identifying the Nurturer Role Through Leadership Behaviours
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In caring for others, they showed that they were compassionate leaders. They
showed empathy in their ability to put themselves in others’ shoes and ‘feel” their
experiences. Further, they demonstrated compassion in their actions by
supporting their people and encouraging them to protect their personal
relationships. PN1 emphasised that “Caring for our business partners, our
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clients and our people is core to what we do”. This included realigning priorities
to ensure extra time with friends and family. These entrepreneurs also became the
mentor and cheerleader for their peers. Examples of this included purchasing
products and services, sharing knowledge, and providing guidance as mentors to
other small businesses in their community. CL1 shared that, “Going fto local
companies, especially friend’s companies, purchasing their services, and talking
with the owners- encouraging one another” was a core strategy for them.

An important characteristic of the nurturer learner behaviours was the priority
of self-care, demonstrated by healthy leader behaviours. In the first phase,
entrepreneurial leaders were aware of the importance of physical in navigating the
crisis ahead. One year on, they reflected upon their mental wellness and resilience
as a result of the crisis which included being thankful, grateful, and giving
themselves time and space to process and heal from the experience. CL2 said that
they were giving themself, “Time.... time with my son. Time to heal myself. Time
to process the grief”.

Focusing on spiritual fulfilment as a component of the healthy leader, was
also noted as incredibly important to some of the entrepreneurial leaders in the
study (5/30). Nurturing their faith helped them to deal with the uncertainty, rise
above their circumstances, and be positive about the present and future. Leaders
described the meaning of their personal faith in the crisis by words such as
‘guidance’, ‘strength’, and how “prayer” fuelled their strength. This mindset
supported the people around them and gave them hope for the future.

4.4. What Hat to Wear, What Role to Play?

For many business leaders, until the pandemic hit, there was a clear separation
between home and work life. They were expected to leave emotions at home and
bring only their rational, stoic selves to work. However, when the morning
commute changed to the walk from the bedroom to the kitchen table, the
separation from home and work became non-existent. This shift in working
patterns meant a split personality was not an option for leaders. In this way, this
shift in role playing supports role identity theory, which contends that although
roles are defined and articulated differently (Shepherd and Haynie, 2009),
entrepreneurs manage multiple ‘micro-identities” which emerge from the
multiple roles they play both within the business and within their non-working
identities. Indeed, identity synergy was detected in the sample (Shepherd and
Patzelt, 2018) where the entrepreneurs were merging their identies to achieve
effeciency across all the roles they had to play.

In considering the three identified roles of CEO, Learner and Nurturer, the
evidence from the data shows that these entrepreneurial leader roles are highly
interlinked as illustrated in Figure 5.
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Figure 5: The Three Roles Adopted by Entrepreneurial Leaders in Times of Crisis

The Three Roles Adopted by Entrepreneurial Leaders in Times of Crisis
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Indeed, Shepherd and Haynie (2009) argue that the higher levels of
convergence between identities can result in a higher likelihood that each identity
will improve the success of the other. Consequently, the entrepreneurial leader in
crisis must be able to move between each role fluidly, sometimes performing all
roles at the same time, but switching when it is needed. We argue the combined
and multifaceted nature of these roles are the cornerstone of the adaptive
entrepreneurial leader as outlined in Figure 5. Furthermore, we argue this
movement between roles can be defined as ‘leadershifting’” (Maxwell, 2019), a
critical skill to adapt in highly volatile business conditions, where ‘leaders cannot
be the same, act the same, or think the same, in a world that does not stay the
same’.

5. Conclusions

In view of the contribution to the wider crisis leadership and entrepreneurial
leadership literature, this study brings new understanding of the multifaceted and
interchangeable roles necessary for entrepreneurial leaders to adopt in a
protracted crisis. First of all, the process-orientated view of crisis leadership,
which focuses on two key stages of the “in-crisis” phase of the COVID-19
pandemic (Bundy et al., 2017; Wu et al., 2021), underscores the dynamic process
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of entrepreneurial leadership. Specifically, we propose small business leaders
adopt and interchange between three roles and related behaviours from the outset
of the crisis through to the second lock down stage.

Secondly, this paper proposes the CEO leader (Hmieleski and Ensley, 2007;
Harrison et al., 2018) is the decision-maker, the leader manager and change maker
of the small business. There is much debate in the wider leadership literature
about the role of the leader as single hero in the story of organisational success,
and a similar argument is presented in the “leadership molecule hypothesis”
(Flamholtz and Kannan-Narasimhan, 2013). But in the case of this study, it is
clear the form of entrepreneurial leadership was primarily singular in directing the
functions of the business during the crisis (i.e. vision, culture, operations, systems
and change), but yet dependent upon a wider group of ‘actors’ in their life — from
business, community and family spheres.

Thirdly, for the learner leader role, entrepreneurial leaders must leverage a
strong learning goal orientation (Wisittigars and Siengthai, 2019; Bagheri and
Harrison, 2020) to develop new knowledge and skills from a wide variety of
sources. This empirical insight makes an important contribution to the crisis
leadership literature by understanding how small entrepreneurial leaders despite
time pressures and weighted responsibility seek to learn in the crisis to help make
sense of the uncertainty, risks and potential losses (Wu et al., 2021). In the
domain of entrepreneurial leadership, the entrepreneurial mindset is defined as
both an individual and collective phenomenon (Roomi and Harrison, 2011). Ina
similar way, this study brings new evidence of both individual (personal and
professional endeavour) and collective learning (in community and via mentoring
and coaching) in a global existential crisis to the entrepreneurial leadership
literature.

Finally, the study confirms nurturer is a radically human leader role, one
where the entrepreneurial leader is not afraid to prioritise their physical and
mental health, show their authentic and spiritual selves, and demonstrate
compassion for others in such a way that enables the business to not just survive,
but thrive. A crisis such as the COVID-19 pandemic takes a heavy emotional toll
on business leaders. The insight from this study into how entrepreneurial leaders
elicit positive emotions in others and protect their mental health brings new and
important evidence into the crisis leadership domain as advocated by Wu et al.
(2021) and others.

6. Implications

The empirical findings of this study support the conclusion that entrepreneurial
leadership roles and behaviours are critical in supporting the successful
navigation of a major crisis for small businesses. However, there are a number of
important implications for future research as well as business and support
organisations. First of all, the focus of this study has been the entrepreneurial
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leader of the business. To fully understand the impact and influence of the
entrepreneurial leadership roles in a crisis, it is recommended future research
undertakes a dual perspective of both the leader and their followers (Harrison et
al.,, 2016). Secondly, given the qualitative and rapid research approach to
exploring this new phenomenon whereby research was undertaken during the
crisis phase, we would also recommend future research considers the longer-term
impact of crisis and the collection of data continues into the recovery phase in
order to understand the impact of entrepreneurial leader roles on the success and
performance of the business beyond the crisis period.

Thirdly, given entrepreneurial leadership is important in economic
development (Harrison et al., 2016), we believe as countries navigate economic
recovery from the COVID-19 pandemic and deal with local economic and wider
geo-political challenges, there are sustained challenges for the entrepreneurial
leaders of small businesses. Building on extant recommendations for teaching
entrepreneurial leaders to deal with adversity, failure and disappointment (e.g.
Roomi and Harrison, 2011), we believe the evidence of this study provides a
starting point for industry and government support organisations as they draw up
plans for supporting the future resiliency of the small business sector. Indeed, by
combining the entrepreneurial leadership roles with the multidimensional
construct developed by Bagheri and Harrison (2020), there is arguably a shelf-
ready template for a crisis leadership programme for the sector.

In closing, in advancing this area of research and practice it is important the
limitations of this study are recognised and taken into account. The qualitative
approach in this study has been useful in gathering an understanding of the
complex psychological processes and behaviours of small business leaders at a
time of major crisis, but this deeper understanding means the findings cannot be
generalised. While there were substantial similarities across the three regions, we
recommend some caution when generalising these findings across all small
business sub-sectors given the different impacts of the pandemic in different
sectors. Further, the propensity of policy-makers to give low credibility to
qualitative research is acknowledged, therefore a future quantitative study with a
larger sample would help improve the policy impact of such work. Finally, given
the focus of this research on understanding the entrepreneurial leader’s
experience in the pandemic crisis, it is possible other imperative issues in the
context of leading the business could have also impacted upon the roles adopted
and a quantative study which controls for various factors would help to provide
clarity.
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