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A B S T R A C T

This research examines the experiences of small- and medium-sized enterprise (SME) owners in the food

service sector during the COVID-19 crisis. We collected authentic opinion through semi-structured inter-

views with restaurant owners in the Outaouais region (Quebec, Canada). Qualitative analysis of the inter-

views revealed that restaurant owners suffered from several issues: stress, shortage of employees, financial

losses, liquidity problems, closures, reopenings, and difficulties in adapting to change. To overcome this crisis,

entrepreneurs had to demonstrate resilience, innovation, and strategic management. Meanwhile, through its

assistance programs, the government greatly supported entrepreneurs. While Canadian federal programs

performed well, the Quebec government’s support remained limited. We suggest that public administrators

and program evaluators should address the shortcomings raised in this research. Lastly, this study contrib-

utes to the literature by providing a new perspective on the strategic management of SMEs during crisis and

new managerial insights. Furthermore, we provide new perspectives on inclusive policy and program design

during crisis.

© 2022 Published by Elsevier España, S.L.U. on behalf of Journal of Innovation & Knowledge. This is an open

access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/)
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Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic affected humans at health, educational,

humanitarian, social, and economic levels. Governments have imple-

mented preventive, restrictive, consecutive, and prolonged measures

to address the pandemic and its fallout. Furthermore, measures such

as lockdowns, confinement, distancing, limitations of gatherings and

activities, and business closures negatively affected communities and

businesses.

The Institut du Qu�ebec (IDQ) noted that the pandemic had

unequal impacts on various sectors of the Canadian economy

(Abboud et al., 2020). One of the most heavily impacted sectors was

the food service sector, which experienced heavy job losses. IDQ also

noted, "The restaurant industry, which comprises the bulk of the sec-

tor’s workforce, will not be able to quickly return to its previous level

either. Indeed, even if activities have resumed this summer, sanitary

rules still limit the occupancy rate of establishments" (Abboud et al.,

2020, page 13).

Moreover, sales in the food services and beverages subsector

declined by 36.6% in March 2020 to $4.0 billion.1 This was due to

business closures across the country caused by the new regulations

introduced to limit the spread of COVID-19.

The Canadian food service industry was among the most vulnera-

ble services during the pandemic. While restaurant owners were

severely impacted, most studies focused on analyzing the financial or

economic impact at the macrolevel. Research should also focus on

the micro-level and explore the lived experience of these restaurant

owners. This study sought to fill this gap and aimed to understand

how owners of small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) operating

in the food service sector experienced the COVID-19-induced finan-

cial crisis.

Our research objective was as follows: "How did the owners of

small and medium-sized restaurants in the Canadian Outaouais

region manage the crisis brought by COVID-19?" Two research ques-

tions arise from this: (a) How do restaurant owners perceive the
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impacts of the COVID-19 crisis on the restaurant industry? (b) To

what extent have COVID-19-induced constraints caused SME owners

to adapt to the crisis?. To answer these questions, we used a qualita-

tive approach following the multiple case study method, which is

contrary to many studies. This approach offers the opportunity to

directly and concretely discuss the feelings, challenges, opportunities,

and experiences of entrepreneurs. Therefore, this research can be

used as a basis for more global impact studies in the field. It also

pushes researchers to validate the observed results by following a

quantitative approach. Our findings can are very useful for govern-

ments, social policy makers, and program designers by helping them

improve existing and design better policies and programs during cri-

sis. Furthermore, the described experiences can help managers be

better prepared for such crises in terms of financial and human

resources management. Finally, we also highlight the importance of

innovation, resilience, and sustainability as key areas for the success

of small businesses during crisis.

The remainder of this study is organized as follows. After an inten-

sive literature review, we explain the choice of interviews as a

research tool. Next, the analysis of the results and discussions focus

on the pandemic’s impact on restaurant owners in the Outaouais

region. We pay special attention to the management of the crisis by

the entrepreneurs. Finally, we present the conclusions, limitations,

and future research horizons.

Literature review

The impact of the pandemic on entrepreneurs

The World Health Organization (WHO) declared COVID-19 as a

pandemic on March 11, 2020 (Sirajudeen et al., 2021) after it explo-

sively started spreading in Wuhan, China (Helmi et al., 2021) in late

2019.

Soon enough, the pandemic transformed into a crisis that has

resulted in widespread illnesses, deaths, severe limitations to per-

sonal and professional life, and rapid contraction of global economies

(Kooli, 2021a). It had social, human, and economic repercussions in

society, in general, and for businesses, in particular. Most social

effects were caused by a change in living and working conditions,

and constitute a direct threat to human beings (Sidhom, 2021). These

effects generated a need for social distancing from others and

increased dependence on new information and communication tech-

nologies (NICT) (Kooli, 2021b). Certain sectors of the world economy

have been the most affected by COVID-19 restrictions, particularly

the tourism and hospitality sectors that rely on close contact between

individuals as part of their business model. This led to massive job

losses (Ratten, 2020) and caused great stress among stakeholders

(Abdelghaffar et al., 2021). Economically, the pandemic induced a

severe economic recession due to the closure of borders between

countries and territories, which disrupted the global economy as well

as the performance of businesses (Kooli & Son, 2021). The Interna-

tional Monetary Fund (IMF) noted that the world was experiencing a

recession which was equal to or worse than the 2008-2009 financial

crisis (Jord�a et al., 2020).

SMEs were particularly affected. SMEs account for more than 90%

of all businesses in the world, making them the backbone of the

global economy in both formal and informal business sectors (Thorg-

ren & Williams, 2020). The COVID-19 crisis affected the entrepre-

neurial spirit of SME owners, their business models, and their

entrepreneurial culture. It had disastrous impacts on most businesses

globally (Zakaria, 2021) by disrupting normal business operations

(Kooli, 2021c). It created many problems which differed geographi-

cally. Importantly, there have been negative reactions to the crisis

because of its effects (Baburajan, 2021).

The pandemic impacted SMEs financially, socially, economically,

and strategically. Financial impacts mainly included financing

difficulties, recession, and decreased revenues (Otmani & Abadli,

2019). Entrepreneurs found it difficult to obtain financing because

financing sources were extremely volatile (Kottika et al., 2020).

Financing for entrepreneurs reached an extreme low during the

COVID-19 pandemic (Brown & Rocha, 2020). For example, when a

company wants to expand in a crisis environment, liquidity must be

considered (Alberca & Parte, 2018); however, liquidity may be diffi-

cult to obtain in the context of a crisis and resource scarcity.

As noted before, the pandemic has also caused an economic

downturn (Ribeiro-Soriano & Pi~neiro-Chousa, 2021). Equity invest-

ment collapsed dramatically in the wake of COVID-19, resulting in a

60% decrease in total investment volume raised between the first

quarters of 2019 and 2020. For example, since the onset of the crisis,

China has experienced a sharp and dramatic decline in overall equity

levels. The severity of this decline far exceeds the declines seen in

more established corporate finance markets such as the United States

(Brown et al., 2020; Singh et al., 2021).

SMEs especially suffered profound damage due to the economic

downturn (T€urkcan & Erkuş-€Ozt€urk, 2020). Entrepreneurs ceased

their activities temporarily; some closed their businesses perma-

nently. The slowdown in SME’s activities caused the diversion of

income and profits in different business sectors (Ratnasingam et al.,

2020) owing to the decrease in sales and business revenues. This new

reality stressed multiple companies (Thorgren & Williams, 2020)

to the point where a new business approach to operations was

needed (Cortez & Johnston, 2020; Kottika et al., 2020). Moreover,

manufacturing and logistics were suspended or disrupted, which

affects product sales due to restrictions on marketers and retailers

(Singh et al., 2021).

At the human level, the pandemic has given rise to a new eco-

nomic model based on precarious and small-scale jobs (Ratten,

2020). This crisis has affected businesses at all levels of employment,

dramatically increasing the unemployment rate (Singh et al., 2021;

Kooli, 2021a).

Finally, the pandemic had strategic impacts on the global supply

and demand chain. For example, companies faced supply chain issues

as workers were confined to their homes, while operations were cur-

tailed in some industries (Cortez & Johnston, 2020; Ratten, 2020;

Singh et al., 2021). Partial or total factory closures, emphasis on facil-

ity hygiene, and protective measures (Cortez & Johnston, 2020) to

comply with new measures and restrictions also affected supply

chains (Singh et al., 2021). Global containment measures imple-

mented by several countries also disrupted supply, production, sales,

and consumption, resulting in massive revenue losses (Bj€orklund

et al., 2020).

How did entreprenuers manage the COVID-19 crisis?

Health responses to the spread of COVID-19 had a direct impact

on economic policies. Business owners and managers had to adopt

new business and organizational strategies to ensure the resilience

and survival of their businesses under the new health policies (Cortez

& Johnston, 2020).

Research shows that fostering entrepreneurship orientation is

necessary to manage the COVID-19 crisis, as people’s lifestyle, cul-

ture, and social interactions changed substantially. Entrepreneurs

had to quickly adapt to the COVID-19 crisis by adjusting better to its

consequences (Bj€orklund et al., 2020). Ratten (2020) also admits that

firms must display strong entrepreneurial orientation to deal with

the problems associated with this change. Entrepreneurial orienta-

tion refers to the firm-level behavioral characteristics of engaging in

innovation in markets, promoting innovative behavior, and being

enterprising. Entrepreneurs need to take a more contemporary view

of entrepreneurial orientation by incorporating cultural, social, and

new lifestyle elements as a means of managing the COVID-19 crisis

(Ratten, 2020). Bj€orklund et al. (2020), Ratten (2020), and Kooli
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(2021a) also believe that under the new work environment imposed

by the pandemic, entrepreneurs must develop adaptive strategies by

being aware of opportunities.

Research also notes the importance of cooperation, and sharing

experiences and knowledge during crises. To do this, entrepreneurs

must analyze and share current business conditions to anticipate

changes (Bj€orklund et al., 2020). This allows companies to adapt

quickly so that they can focus on new trends, and thus, better manage

the changes induced by the COVID-19 crisis (Cortez & Johnston, 2020;

Ratten, 2020; Thorgren &Williams, 2020). In the long run, good coop-

eration between the company and its employees is needed to protect

the company’s strategic goals. Specifically, it will allow the company

to establish new relational norms adapted to the crisis (Cortez &

Johnston, 2020).

Doern (2016) notes that crisis management should focus on both

prevention and response to major changes. During crisis, it is impor-

tant to be responsive and clarify the development of the situation

through different means of communication (Al-Omoush et al., 2020;

Cortez & Johnston, 2020).

Other factors that help can entrepreneurs survive the COVID-19 cri-

sis include benefits from government support and programs. For

example, during the pandemic, several governments recommended

that employees in all sectors should telecommute and provide remote

service delivery (Cortez & Johnston, 2020). Several governments also

provided financial support via subsidies and grants to SMEs to help

themminimize the negative consequences of the crisis, ensure the sur-

vival of their operations, and limit the loss of employment opportuni-

ties (Bj€orklund et al., 2020; T€urkcan & Erkuş-€Ozt€urk, 2020).

Notably, to better manage the crisis, most companies took imme-

diate actions that encompass, among others, deferring investments,

laying off workers, supporting wages through government-funded

work allowances, reducing labor costs and operating expenses, nego-

tiating contract terms and conditions, and reducing stocks (Alberca &

Parte, 2018; Brown et al., 2020; Ratnasingam et al., 2020). Some

immediate actions taken by SMEs during the pandemic focused on

reducing negative cash flows and fixed capital.

Thorgren & Williams (2020) mention that firms could also take

long-term actions to improve their performance. For example, they

could to lay off employees, make deferred investments, terminate

consultant contracts, renegotiate contracts and terms, and reduce

costs associated with the workforce. Kottika et al. (2020) also note

that during crisis, companies must reorganize their products to better

meet consumer needs, focus on environmentally conscious custom-

ers, and adjust the prices of their products and services.

The literature review shows that most studies have focused on the

effects of the pandemic on entrepreneurship in general. This study

argues that we need to study the pandemic’s effects on restaurant

service entrepreneurship.

Research methodology

This research is based on a qualitative approach to achieve an in-

depth understanding (Patton, 2002) of entrepreneurs’ experience. We

used the multiple case study method (Yin, 2011) with the individual

as the level of analysis and the SME manager as the unit of analysis.

Through semi-structured interviews, we collected authentic opinions

on the experiences of Canadian restaurant owners from the Outaouais

region after the COVID-19 pandemic. Using this approach, we sought

to examine the perceptions, feelings, and emotions of entrepreneurs in

the context of the impacts of a health and financial crisis.

Case study research is not designed to generalize research find-

ings because these findings are strongly affected by the specific

research context. As argued by Flyvbjerg (2006), a lack of generaliz-

ability does not reduce the scientificity of such research, since trans-

ferability is as useful for human knowledge construction as

generalizability. Since we are deeply studying the cases of food entre-

preneurs, we believe that the findings’ transferability to comparable

contexts will be beneficial for both research and practice.

The targeted population included all SME owners in the Outaouais

region (Quebec, Canada) who operate in the food service industry.

The sampling approach was as follows. From the yellow pages’ man-

ual of the Gatineau/Outaouais region, published in January 2021, we

searched for a list of restaurants in the region, which were approxi-

mately 200. Then, for each restaurant, we consulted the database of

the Register of Enterprises of Quebec (REQ) to determine the type of

business and identity of its owner. This allowed us to retain only

small- and medium-sized businesses, obtain a list of their owners as

well as their addresses. Thereafter, we proceeded with purposeful

sampling (Patton, 2002) by selecting owners based on their lived

experiences and knowledge during the COVID-19 crises (Cress-well

& Plano Clark, 2017). The purposeful sampling method is intended to

capture the characteristics of both commonalities and differences

that are necessary for producing new knowledge (Palinkas et al.,

2015). As Bernard (2002) and Spradley (1979) explain, the validity

and reliability of the sample are based on the availability, willingness,

and ability to participate, communicate, and share experiences in a

reflective manner. Qualitative methods are intended to achieve

deeper understanding (Patton, 2002), while sampling methods are

intended to maximize efficiency and validity (Morse & Niehaus,

2009). They also place primary emphasis on saturation (Miles &

Huberman, 1994). Therefore, we limited the interviews to the first

six people in person.

We ensured strict adherence to necessary social distancing meas-

ures. We obtained an ethics certificate from the Research Ethics

Board of the University of Quebec in Outaouais. All the participants

provided written informed consent. The interviews were conducted

face-to-face and designed to allow participants to tell us about their

experiences with the crisis. Next, all interviews were transcribed and

the minutes were coded using NVivo software. Key phrases were

coded to create a tree structure that facilitated the analysis. The soft-

ware and analysis of the interviews helped us organize the phrases

into three main analytical themes. The first one explored the experi-

ence of restaurant owners during COVID-19. The second theme

highlighted their resilient and innovative approaches to strategic cri-

sis management. Finally, the last theme concluded with lessons

learned in the wake of a crisis.

Results

We first explore how small business owners in the foodservice

industry experienced the COVID-19-induced financial crisis (Fig. 1).

Next, we highlight how they managed the financial crisis (Fig. 2).

Finally, we describe the lessons learned from restaurant owners’

experiences during this health and economic crisis.

The experience of small business owners in the food service industry

Stress

The COVID-19-induced financial crisis put SME owners under sub-

stantial stress. The interviewees said that they had experienced tre-

mendous stress and were still experiencing it at the time of the

interview. They reported a great amount of fear and uncertainty about

the extent and magnitude of the pandemic. Respondent JK noted:

“It’s not easy what we went through, even if I explain it in details, it

was very difficult. It’s total stress. Imagine if you’re sick, you can not

come in to work, if you have family problems, anything, you have no

choice but to show up for work because at some point you do not

have an employee, but you have to keep your doors open for delivery

or takeaway service.”

N. Messabia, P.-R. Fomi and C. Kooli Journal of Innovation & Knowledge 7 (2022) 100234

3



Respondent KF also said that for him, “it is certain that at the begin-

ning of the crisis it was very, very stressful because nobody knew where

we were going with the financial crisis caused by COVID-19”.

Shortage of manpower

Respondents were also confronted with the great challenge of labor

shortages. It was very difficult for entrepreneurs to find people who

were willing to work. Various respondents confirmed that one of the

causes of this labor shortage was the Canadian Emergency Response

Benefit (CERB) and/or the Canada Emergency Student Benefit (CESB)

programs. To support vulnerable populations, the Government of Can-

ada had adopted emergency measures to financially support people

who have lost their jobs during the crisis. However, the benefits paid to

workers encouraged and motivated potential workers to stay out of the

labor market for as long as possible, rather than seeking to re-enter the

workforce. This is reflected in the words of JKwho said:

“Yes, the government has made grants to help people, citizens and

especially workers. It has put the conditions of $5,000.00 of income

in 2019 and other conditions. But it was not 100% well done because

there are students even who made $5,000.00 or less than $5,000.00

before the crisis and who were not working full time who preferred

to have the help of the government than to go to work earlier because

they would make more money with the CERB”.

At the time of the interview, interviewee KF was still looking for a

cook, but no one was applying even though he had advertised several

times on social media, newspapers, and INDEED, but was not receiv-

ing any applications. For KF, the CERB program is always the cause

because, according to him:

“A cook is paid about $400.00 to $500.00 a week for restaurants that

serve breakfast, so right now with the CERB you can stay home and

get the same amount of money as you would if you came to work in

the kitchen, in the heat and did 40 hours of work”.

In fact, when we interviewed KF, we noticed that he was alone in

the kitchen, working as a cook because he had not yet found a cook

despite several advertisements.

Despite financial constraints and excessive costs, young entre-

preneurs had no choice other than to resort to placement agencies

to cover their lack of manpower. Otherwise, they will be forced to

close their restaurant due to staff shortages. In this sense, owner

GH told us that she called on an agency to find staff and “young

people do not want to work. I find it absurd that the government still

gives money to these young people”. For his part, respondent BS

told us that “he had difficulties in finding a cook to the point that he

was obliged to go and find cooks in Tunisia to come and work in the

restaurant”. Proprietor BK also noted the impact of labor shortages

on operations:

“All our activities have been stopped. No delivery service (no online

ordering) was offered by our restaurant because we do not have the

Fig. 1. The experience of small business owners in the food service industry during the

pandemic.

Fig. 2. Strategic management during crises.
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resources to do so. I have no employees and the restaurant is family

owned and operated by me”.

Some respondents were forced to close their restaurants because

there were no employees. Respondent GH explained to us that her

deliverer made it clear to her that “some restaurants are closed on

Monday and Tuesday due to lack of staff”.

Difficulties in accessing funding

All interviewees stated that they had great difficulties in obtaining

funding from the Quebec provincial government. Respondents said

that provincial grants were based much more on the liquidity that

the owners had in their bank accounts. Meanwhile, restaurant own-

ers who were in a bad financial situation before the financial crisis

were less likely to receive provincial government subsidies due to

the lack of liquidity.

Respondent JK explained that “the provincial grants were poorly

managed. I can classify them as a total failure because the grants were

based on liquidity availability”.

Respondent KF was not eligible for provincial grants from the

Quebec government because he had filed for bankruptcy in 2017,

which disqualified him from obtaining these grants. Thus, he found

the measures put in place by the Quebec provincial government to be

much stricter than those of the federal government.

Respondent GH found the Quebec government grants to be a “big

zero” because the government did not have to know what was in her

bank account to give her a grant. She said that everyone should be

entitled to the grant even if they have money in their bank account

because the closures were not caused by themself.

Financial losses

Many interviewees experienced financial losses in the wake of the

COVID-19-induced financial crisis. The government’s actions regard-

ing restaurant closures caused merchants to shut down their opera-

tions, even though they had perishable food stocks and foodstuffs at

the time of closures. Interviewee BK stated:

“We have lost all our stock of vegetables in the first weeks when the

pandemic started because we could not keep them long enough.

Almost, everything was lost in the restaurant, especially the ingre-

dients used to cook the meals, and this caused us huge financial

losses.”

Respondent GH also noted:

“I have experienced considerable food waste and consequent finan-

cial losses. This should have been avoided if we had been informed a

little earlier or had like two to three days’ notice before closing the

restaurant”.

Respondent BS also stated that he “threw away all the dairy prod-

ucts, bread, fruits[,] and vegetables in stock when I closed my restaurant

[...]. This caused me a financial loss of ‘$3,000 to $5,000’”.

Respondents also reported a decrease in sales because the govern-

ment limited their capacity to receive clients. For example, respon-

dent BK experienced a decrease in “sales of about 60% because its

intake capacity was only 45% of its potential." Despite the significant

decrease in sales, the interviewees were had to pay the same fixed

costs, such as rent, electricity, insurance, and all other necessary

expenses.

The different cycles of closures and reopening resulted in a short-

age of employees who did not want to return to a volatile labor mar-

ket and instead preferred to obtain the federal government’s

financial support. Some respondents felt that the losses caused by the

various restaurant closures could have been avoided if they had been

informed a little earlier or had a few days (two to three days) notice

before closing their business. Owner GH admitted:

“We are already about a year into the pandemic, I think the govern-

ment has missed the boat a little bit because if the government had

given us two or three days to allow us to carry out the closure, it

would not have made any difference in the spread of the virus. It

could have saved us the losses we suffered as a result of the closures.”

Shortage of liquidity

During the pandemic, financial losses caused by the pandemic

resulted in a liquidity shortage for many restaurants. Consecutive clo-

sures, a reduction in service capacity, and a decrease in the number of

customers were the main causes. Thus, to ensure the prosperity of

their business and fill this gap, many entrepreneurs were obliged to

pay some of their current expenses from their own funds. Restaurant

owner BKmentioned:

“The restaurant is family owned, no employees, so it was very hard

for us to survive financially during the periods of closure. We were

forced to depend on our personal savings for a long time before we

could receive financial assistance from the government.”

In the same vein, respondent KFmentioned:

“When I put the keys in the door[,] everyone was paid. I had about

$300.00 left in my bank account and I did not have any money left,

no money in my bank account. Financially, it’s been tough, but it’s

not over yet. The next two years are going to be really critical because

the crisis has left many wounds.”

Interviewees also justified the cash shortage due to the tax burden

they had to pay back at the end of the year because of the subsidies

received. All government grants were considered taxable income.

Respondent KF admitted the following:

“In normal times when I do produce my taxes, I pay about $5,000.00

to $6,000.00 annually. This year 2020 I have to pay $25,000.00 in

taxes because the grants are taxable. The grants that were given, that

were very necessary, but they are a little bit poisoned because I have

to pay taxes when I do not have any cash flow. To be sure I might

have closed down completely and just waited for the reopening and

not taken the given grants. I would not have taken anything and may

be starting over without employees, but I would have been finan-

cially much less in the red than I am now.”

Difficulties in adapting to the changes

All respondents stated that they had difficulty adjusting to the

various changes caused by the pandemic. For example, respondent

KF reported that “it was a crazy situation. It sure was not a normal

experience at all". For example, at the beginning of the pandemic,

respondents had to ensure that customers who came to the restau-

rant to eat wore masks. They also had to check their addresses, in

addition to maintaining other government requirements. All of this

was an overload for both the managers and customers. There were

also many adjustments in restaurant management. For example,

maintaining social distancing between customers, the use of new

utensils to serve customers, and the increased use of deliveries. In

short, there was a new organization and a new way of managing res-

taurants. For respondent GH, “everyone was in a panic. It was incredi-

ble. It was a little hilarious”.

The strategic management of the crisis by restaurants owners

Interviewees stated that they used several strategies and mecha-

nisms to optimize their management style during the crisis. They

used their experience as entrepreneurs, federal government grants,
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financial management (specifically, an emergency account), innova-

tion through delivery services, and the strategic management of

human resources (Fig. 2).

The entrepreneurial experience

Several respondents reported using their entrepreneurial experi-

ence to manage the crisis and get through it with minimal disruption.

Most interviewees had an average of approximately 15 to 20 years of

experience in the food service area. This long experience entrepre-

neurial experience gave them a good understanding of how to deal

with numbers, stress, and liabilities. Their familiarity with the food

service industry and their own business also helped them get

through a crisis that no one expected or was prepared for. For exam-

ple, respondents GH and BK, who have a long history in the restau-

rant industry, said, “I think my experience as an entrepreneur has

helped me get through this crisis”.

Owner KF explains how his experience as an entrepreneur helped

him manage the crisis:

“I know my business, I know the numbers, I know the costs, I manage

them well. Maybe that’s why I’ve been in business for 10 years. Some-

one who is not comfortable with this information can easily fall off

the wagon very quickly in a crisis, especially when the business is

closed and there is no income coming in.”.

Interviewees also mentioned that entrepreneurs who are not

experienced enough or who manage their businesses poorly may not

be prepared to get through a crisis like that generated by COVID-19.

For JK, “it required experienced people who could be prepared to live

through the situation and get through this crisis”.

Federal government funding

Restaurant owners who obtained federal government funding

said that this helped themmanage the impact of the pandemic better.

For respondent JK, the “government supported the entrepreneurs well

during the sanitary crisis. It even supported too much. [...] The federal

government was mainly available to support the companies financially”.

Similarly, for BS, “government assistance has been a very important

element in successfully managing the crisis”.

Most interviewees said that they received wage subsidies, rent

subsidies, and other grants. This has allowed restaurant owners to

have cash flow, build up a financial surplus, and better manage their

recovery. This was reflected in the words of owner KF, who said, “Yes,

the assistance was greatly appreciated and needed[;] without these

grants[,] I would not have been able to reopen”.

Sound financial management

Food service providers who had an account for emergencies, such

as respondent JK, were able to better manage the financial impacts of

the pandemic. The aforementioned respondent noted:

“It means not spending all the money or profits we made in the past.

Using some of these profits and keeping them for difficult situations

or emergencies helped me a lot to better manage the crisis at the

beginning before the arrival of the federal government subventions.

In the meantime, it was necessary to continue to pay some fixed

expenses of the restaurant”.

Restaurant owner BK said, "We had to rely on our personal savings

for a long time before the government grants through our contingency

bank account”.

Similarly, respondent GH confirmed that she could pay her

monthly mortgage installments because of the sufficient savings in

the restaurant’s emergency bank account. She has also continued to

pay all her bills on time without any delays: “It is because of the sound

financial standing of my bank account that I have been able to pay my

bills, not with the help of the government of Quebec”.

Innovating to diversify service offerings

The most resilient entrepreneurs responded to the pandemic by

innovating their services. Some interviewees set up take-away or

home delivery services. The rapid strategic and operational adapta-

tions allowed them to remain operational and earn revenue during

the crisis. For example, respondent JK found that setting up this ser-

vice helped him substantially, although this service never replaced

the dining room because his restaurant was known for its lunch and

dine-in service. Others also benefitted. For example, restaurant

owner KFmentioned:

“A friend of mine has a Sushi restaurant. The delivery service saved

his business, as his 2020 was one of his best financial years, simply

because of the delivery service he set up during the pandemic”.

For respondent BS, the implementation of the delivery and take-

away service “allowed my restaurant to be active and present for my

customers during the pandemic”. Moreover, BS mentioned: “innovat-

ing services allowed me to make between 15% and 20% more of the sales

I was making before the crisis. That helped to cover the restaurant’s fixed

costs”. This strategy also allowed him to avoid losing market share

through customer loyalty and the attraction of new customers.

However, some respondents opted out of delivery services.

They felt that part of their profits would be given to the carrier as a

commission. Others abandoned the idea because of the fear of

compromising the quality of service provided to their customers. For

example, restaurant owners who focused their businesses on provid-

ing warm breakfasts felt that the quality of service would not be the

same if they used home delivery services.

The strategic management of human resources

The pandemic has created a severe labor shortage (Zainal et al.,

2022). By providing CERB to those who lost their jobs and CESB to

students, the Canadian government has inadvertently and indirectly

contributed to the aggravation of this labor force shortage (Larue,

2021; Koebel, 2021) by creating work disincentives. Many interview-

ees stated that they had strategically opted to stay in business to

avoid losing their skilled workforce. For example, respondent KF

kept his restaurant open just for takeaway orders to ensure that he

could keep his staff. He mentioned: “one of the choices made was to

keep my staff and especially my good employees.” Respondent GH also

mentioned that she was “very lucky” because she was able to retain

her employees. However, other restaurant owners lost many skilled

employees during the outbreak. Therefore, they had no choice but to

be imaginative and innovative. They relied on themselves, or on the

help and dedication of family members. From a managerial perspec-

tive, the challenge lay in self-motivation as well as in strengthening

the sense of solidarity among family members. Thus, during the crisis,

the business became a family project rather than a commercial proj-

ect. The success became family, not individual. Respondent JK men-

tioned the following:

“When you manage a family business, we know that the owner and

his family are never paid enough for the hours they work. This is

really the basis and the support of a family business or SME because

these hours that are not paid enough allow the business to make

extra cash flows”.

Lessons learned by restaurant owners in the wake of the crisis

Overall, respondents had an exceptional experience with several

ups and downs. On the positive side, the pandemic-induced crisis

allowed restaurant owners to improve their well-being, benefit from

extended vacations (which are rare in normal times), and strengthen

their ties with family members. Thus, entrepreneur KF admits that

the pandemic allowed him to “spend the first three months of the
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pandemic taking care of my two children, playing with them, home-

schooling. In the restaurant business, taking three months off is rare,

even on a weekend”.

Other resilient respondents leveraged the pandemic-induced

closure for refurbishments and administrative reorganization. The

entrepreneur GH mentioned that he “decided to repaint the entire res-

taurant because it had been five years since I had painted the restaurant.

I also took the opportunity to clean up the restaurant’s documentation

because I had not thrown away any administrative documents for

14 years”.

Furthermore, the crisis allowed restaurant owners to better retain

customers and increase their loyalty. Respondent JK mentions:

“What I learned as a positive from this crisis is that people, our custom-

ers[,] have become more loyal and are wonderfully satisfied”.

The sense of pride in the support and actions of the federal gov-

ernment was also reflected in the comments of owners JK and BK,

who stated, respectively, that: “The federal government has been very

supportive. It has been too supportive”; and “The federal government’s

help has been greatly appreciated and needed. Without this support

I would not have been able to reopen my business”.

Regarding the negatives, some respondents felt that the Quebec

provincial government did not sufficiently support entrepreneurs

during the crisis. Respondent JK said, “I can classify the Quebec provin-

cial subventions as a total failure.” Respondent GH also mentioned

that the Quebec government subsidies were “a big zero”.

Furthermore, some respondents felt that they had hit the bottom

of the barrel because this crisis took a lot of physical energy away

from their family life. In short, many entrepreneurs expressed a wish

that they would not have to undergo similar experiences in the

future.

Discussion

Our aim was to understand how owners of SMEs in the restaurant

service sector in the Outaouais region managed the COVID-19-

induced financial crisis.

The first theme of the analysis focuses on the experiences of SME

restaurant owners. Research (Doern, 2016; Ratten, 2020; Cortez &

Johnston, 2020) shows that crises generate increased stress levels

among entrepreneurs. As expected, we found that respondents did

feel elevated stress levels during the COVID crisis. This study confirms

the results obtained in earlier studies.

Next, several studies (Hao et al., 2022; Kooli & Son, 2021) note

that during a crisis, the lack of liquidity among entrepreneurs is gen-

erally due to the decrease in sales as well as the burden of fixed

expenses that must be paid. Indeed, we found this in our interviews.

However, a new factor which was observed was caused by distancing

measures and the considerable downsizing of the capacity of restau-

rants. This new operating environment greatly affected restaurant

owners, and even threatened the prosperity and existence of their

businesses.

Most studies have pointed out that the losses caused in the food

service sector are due to the destruction of contaminated food (Seo

et al., 2014; Thorgren & Williams, 2020). This study also found that

the losses were caused by forced and unplanned closures. Without

the ability to generate revenue, restaurant owners had to continue to

assume the costs of their regular expenses. Sudden closures also

resulted in financial losses in terms of unused perishable food. Res-

taurant managers were unable to remedy this problem because of

the sudden and unplanned government decisions.

Cortez & Johnston (2020) show that the COVID-19 pandemic has

considerably affected entrepreneurs by impacting their lifestyle and

changing the entrepreneurial culture. Similarly, we observed that at

the beginning of the pandemic, restaurant owners had many difficul-

ties adapting to this new reality. They had to set up different

arrangements while complying with the authorities’ guidelines,

which changed their lifestyle and managerial culture.

Doern (2016), Cortez & Johnston (2020) showed that labor short-

ages and hiring difficulties during crises make SMEs vulnerable. Spe-

cifically, under such conditions, workers refuse to work or are

frequently absentees. Indeed, we had similar observations. Impor-

tantly, we found that while government assistance those who lost

their jobs, it also became a barrier that disincentivized these ex-

worker from re-entering the labor market, particularly as it was

extended over time. This is because the benefits derived from the var-

ious government programs were more than those from returning to

work.

Several studies (Alberca & Parte, 2018; Ratnasingam et al., 2020;

Pi~neiro-Chousa et al., 2022) have highlighted the importance of gov-

ernment support to entrepreneurs during crisis. We also found that

respondents reported that the Canadian federal government and the

Quebec provincial government implemented various assistance pro-

grams. However, interviewees were not satisfied with the assistance

offered by the Quebec provincial government. Specifically, they criti-

cized the lack of attractiveness and complications of the conditions of

attribution of the Quebec programs. In fact, the adopted programs

contained eligibility conditions that were too strict and did not reflect

the concrete reality experienced by entrepreneurs.

We discovered that respondents emphasized the importance of

maintaining a contingency financial account. entrepreneurs who

handled the crisis better were those who had an emergency bank

account. This particularly helped in covering certain expenses, losses,

lack of income, and liquidity while waiting for the arrival of govern-

ment aid and subsidies. However, for some, having a contingency

financial account constituted an obstacle to obtaining provincial

financial subsidies.

The second theme of the analysis focused on the management of

the crisis by restaurant managers. Studies (Aibar-Guzm�an et al.,

2022; Brown et al., 2020) find that entrepreneurs with good training

and several years of managerial experience are more likely to be able

to manage different crises. Here, we clearly observed that the most

experienced entrepreneurs were the most resilient and innovative.

Thus, they showed great capacity to adapt to change. Consequently,

they successfully managed the consequences of the COVID-19 crisis.

Several studies (Abadli & Otmani, 2014; Heredia et al., 2022; Kooli,

2022) have stressed the importance of technological innovation dur-

ing crises. In fact, the use of NICT and varying the service offerings

can help cover the labor shortages and attract new customers. We

found that some entrepreneurs are more resilient and innovative.

They adapted to government restrictions and requirements, and

offered services tailored to their customers’ needs. For example, the

use of NICTs facilitate the implementation of delivery or take-away

services. However, we also found that some restaurant managers

were reticent about offering these services because of concerns about

losing quality, raising prices, and losing customer loyalty. Rather, the

adoption of such new services by restaurant owners resulted in addi-

tional costs or reduced their profit margins.

Several small business owners took immediate action to reduce

operating costs during the pandemic. One common response was to

lay off staff (Brown et al., 2020; Ratnasingam et al., 2020; Ratten,

2020). By contrast, we found that many entrepreneurs prioritized

strategic human resource management over easy layoff choices. For

example, afraid that they would lose their human capital and valu-

able skills, some restaurant owners preferred absorbing financial

losses and not abandoning their workforce. This finding is an impor-

tant contribution to current research. This strategic choice of retain-

ing employees facilitated the recovery of restaurant owners in an

environment marked by labor scarcity and hiring difficulties. We also

highlighted the importance of family solidarity as an innovative man-

agerial tool during crises. To compensate for the lack of manpower,

owners and their family members have contributed in solidarity to
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the maintenance or resumption of entrepreneurial activities. Thus,

the versatility and competence of the entrepreneur and their family

members can serve as a backup during crises.

Current research has also observed the positive impact of the pan-

demic on restaurant owners. By defying the pandemic and offering

diversified services, food service entrepreneurs have been able to

retain their customers and even diversify into newer markets. Entre-

preneurs have also benefited from an exceptional experience in

human and financial resource management. For example, The strate-

gic mind-set and management induced by the pandemic will forever

be instilled in the minds of entrepreneurs. By self-assessing their

management style and being resilient and innovative, entrepreneurs

were able to turn the difficulties of the pandemic into learning and

development opportunities. This finding is another important contri-

bution of this study.

Research implications

This study contributes to the literature on the strategic manage-

ment of small- and medium-sized restaurant businesses during crisis

and provides newmanagerial insights. We provide new findings, par-

ticularly regarding the unforeseen nature of the crisis, the importance

of the entrepreneur’s experience in managing a crisis, and the useful-

ness of government assistance. Furthermore, we find that strategic

management, innovation, family solidarity, and resilience are other

factors for success during crises.

Limitations

Note that when the interviews were conducted, the crisis was not

over. The interviewed restaurant owners could still experience more

difficult situations or find other solutions to better manage the crisis

with the following waves.

The interviews were conducted only with those entrepreneurs

who continued to operate during the crisis. Unfortunately, we were

unable to interview restaurant owners who ceased operations

because of the pandemic. Their opinions or contributions could have

been very useful in enriching our results.

Finally, our sample size was limited because of the lack of resour-

ces to fund the expansion of our sample. A larger sample can allow us

to cover different types of restaurants, such as those that did not offer

lunchrooms, closed or went out of business during the pandemic, and

operated in other regions across Quebec and Canada.

Future research should be conducted after the end of the pan-

demic, and include restaurants across Canada as well as those restau-

rants which resumed operations after being closed.

Conclusion

The unexpected and unpredictable COVID-19 pandemic created

an unprecedented health crisis that has reached every continent and

weakened global economies. This research helps understand the dif-

ferent impacts that a crisis, like the COVID-19 pandemic, can cause

and the measures to be taken to better manage its repercussions.

Specifically, we focus on entrepreneurs in the restaurant sector in the

Outaouais region of Canada during the COVID-19 pandemic.

We find that the impact of the crisis can be negative or positive.

Negative impacts include financial repercussions such as the deterio-

ration of profits and revenues, recession, and financing difficulties. At

the human level, the pandemic caused social and psychological

repercussions. At the managerial level, entrepreneurs faced problems

of lack of resources, job losses, income loss, and especially govern-

ment restrictions. On the positive side, research shows that many

entrepreneurs learn to be resilient, innovative, and above all, strategi-

cally manage their business and adapt quickly to change. Indeed, we

found that the COVID-19-induced crisis allowed restaurant owners

to vary their service offerings, build customer loyalty, and gain new

market segments.

We also show the importance of government support for entre-

preneurs during crises, but certain problems persisted. We found

that entrepreneurs were satisfied with the support programs adopted

by the Canadian federal government, but not with the content and

conditions of access to the Quebec provincial government’s pro-

grams. This study also found that support programs for workers and

students who lost their jobs were a barrier to employment and recov-

ery for restaurateurs. A review of these programs is urgently needed

to prevent future drift and loss of skills. Governments are also invited

to design support programs that are more flexible, inclusive, sustain-

able, and consider circumstances without sanctioning the most effi-

cient entrepreneurs. Governments should also avoid hasty decisions

without considering their impact and consequences on entrepre-

neurs. Importantly, a reasonable time for adjustment to the taken

measures needs to be observed in similar future cases.

On the managerial side, entrepreneurs are encouraged to build on a

culture of financial precaution by maintaining contingency financial

accounts; some of our respondents noted the particular utility of such

emergency funds during crises. Entrepreneurs should also practice a

culture of strategic human resource management, as human capital is

an important factor that contributes to the success of the business.

Finally, we suggest that entrepreneurs receive specific training about

resilience and change management during crisis. Governments should

provide the necessary financial support to help entrepreneurs cover

the fees associated with these development opportunities.
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