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Abstract: 

The purpose of this paper is to provide understanding of driving forces for business model 
innovation (BMI) during the pandemic for small businesses in developing countries, 
comparing them with identified BMI drivers before the outbreak and evaluating how they 
adjust to the crisis. A qualitative multiple-case study is conducted as it allows the study 
of BMI within real life and contemporary context. Case study organisations that adopt 
innovative business models participated from technology, education, and social 
enterprises. Findings shows that small organisations are influenced by internal and 
external driving forces during the pandemic which play an important role in their BMI. 
Organisations showed resilience to the crisis adjusting accordingly to allow uninterrupted 
operation during lockdown and developing new products and services that would ensure 
sustained demand during COVID-19 pandemic. Lessons learned from this research could 
be useful for practitioners from developed and developing countries. Policymakers from 
developing countries could benefit from focusing their activities on promoting firms to 
find novel ways of operating during times of pandemic preventing further economic 
damage and unemployment. Furthermore, this paper discusses the future paths of  
research. 
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1. Introduction 

Business Model (BMs) and Business Model Innovation (BMI) as concepts have 
become popular in macro-management theory (Foss and Saebi, 2016). While many 
organisations have processes that encourage product and service innovation, very few 
have the resolve to keep innovating the business models (Chesbrough, 2010; Teece, 
2010). 

BMI goes beyond delivering a new value proposition to consumers and process 
innovation to create new systems (Chesbrough, 2010; Novak, 2014; Teece, 2010). It 
seems evident that this is a way for organisations to thrive in constantly changing business 
environments and are therefore motivated to innovate their business model by a set of 
contextual factors (Bashir and Verma, 2017; Clinton and Whisnant, 2014). BMI can take 
place with the development of a new business model, diversification into additional 
business models, acquisition of new business models or the transformation from one 
business model to another (Geissdoerfer et al., 2018). The study focuses on organisations 
that transformed their business model into a new one as a reaction of opportunities or 
challenges faced. 

Management researchers have paid special attention to the factors that influence change 
in organisations. Literature shows evidence of contextual factors that drive organisations 
towards innovative business models. (Cai and Li, 2018; Comberg et al., 2014; Fernando 
and Wah, 2017; Neri et al., 2018). A clear understanding of what drives a given 
phenomenon can help to further advance a field by identifying new problems, providing 
answers, and framing the rationale behind the given phenomenon (Frynas and Yamahaki, 
2016). 

COVID-19 outbreak had globally disrupted businesses and it is perceived around the 
world that the current economic situation is substantially worsening. Social distancing 
measures set by health authorities, changes in consumer behaviour, and fear of economic 
recession are some of the factors that could impact businesses around the world. 
Currently, there is no clear short-term solution to the health crisis, therefore, businesses 
must adapt to endure these challenges (McKinsey, 2020).  

The challenge is particularly severe for small enterprises putting many jobs at risk. Small 
and medium enterprises (SMEs) are important in the economic life of most countries and 
their competitiveness is arguably indispensable to a country’s growth and success. One 
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important issue to address about small enterprises is to define them clearly and to 
differentiate them from other type of businesses. However, the former remains a 
contentious and challenging task because there are various definitions in literature, some 
of which are amended frequently. This study adopts the European Union definition, which 
categorises firms from 10 to 49 employees as small enterprises (European Commission, 
2005). 

In developing countries small enterprises accounts for the majority of jobs (Demirgüç-
kunt, 2011). Therefore, it is crucial that these organisations continue to operate and 
analyse how they can adapt during the pandemic. This study aims to provide an in-depth 
understanding of perceived driving forces for BMI prior and during the pandemic for 
small enterprises on developing countries and to evaluate their response to adjust to the 
crisis. 

2. Review of relevant literature 

The COVID-19 pandemic has undoubtedly affected human activity across the 
globe. Among others, impacts extend to human, social, economic and health aspects of 
human lives (Verma and Gustafsson, 2020). Statistics shows that millions of people have 
been infected globally, disrupting economies, and creating new challenges for businesses 
(WHO, 2020). Government response to the current health crisis include a mix of closing 
of the workplace, disruption in public transport, demand of public to stay at home, 
restriction of movement and travel, and others in an attempt to control the spread of the 
virus. Leaders from many countries have decided to implement measures such as sudden 
or phased lockdowns that would stop a range of economic activities. These social 
distancing policies were implemented with short-notice and consequently, businesses 
across many industries have been required to adapt to these changes (Donthu and 
Gustafsson, 2020; Kramer and Kramer, 2020).  

Aside of government normative role, organisations are taking initiative of protecting the 
workforce whether at work (e.g., case of essential businesses) or adapting to work from 
home scenarios. Challenges faced by organisations are health conditions, marketing, 
workforce, sales, regulatory uncertainty, supply, and demand (Asmelash and Cooper, 
2020; Crick and Crick, 2020; McKinsey, 2020). 

In terms of consumer behaviour, users seem to be shifting to digital products and services. 
Furthermore, due to travel restrictions, the focus is spending on domestic and local 
activities (McKinsey, 2020). Internet and social media usage have increased during 
lockdown. Activities that have conflicts due to social distancing rules such as eating out 
have an effect in consumer behaviour (Donthu and Gustafsson, 2020). At the moment 
long term effect in consumer behaviour is unclear (Donthu and Gustafsson, 2020).  

New challenges posed by the pandemic is testing businesses ability to innovate, withstand 
and recover from difficult conditions (Verma and Gustafsson, 2020; Seetharaman, 2020). 
For researchers and practitioner COVID-19 sets the unplanned scenario in which 
organisations must find what works to keep operating. Similarly, to the efforts from the 
scientific community towards prevention and cure of the disease, it is important for 
scholars in strategic management to expand on how organisations could get through these 
difficult times (Donthu and Gustafsson, 2020; Seetharaman, 2020). Verma and  
Gustafsson (2020) identified several COVID-19 research trends in the field of business 
and management. However, review of literature revealed there is no empirical study that 
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focuses on how small enterprises from developing countries are adopting BMI during 
pandemic.  

Driving force are to be analysed through the lens of resource-based view and institutional 
theory. Resource-based view is concerned with the links between organisation resources 
and its performance. Frynas and Yamahaki (2016) explains that sustainable competitive 
advantage happens if firm resources are valuable, rare, hard/costly to imitate and value is 
successfully captured by the organisation. Since identified drivers demonstrate how 
valuable internal capabilities influence decision making, resource-based view could help 
make sense of their role in BMI in the analysed context. In contrast, institutional theory 
focuses on the need of social legitimacy of organisations and its importance for their 
survival. Institutional theory provides a theoretical framework which enable researchers 
to distinguish and analyse the factors that lead organisations to adapt and conform to the 
social norms of the business environment (Frynas and Yamahaki, 2016; Glover et al., 
2014). 

The methodology section explains how data was collected and analysed. 

3. Research Method 

The present research aims analyse driving forces of business model innovation 
during the COVID-19 pandemic. First, the study enquires on the factors that influenced 
the evaluated organisations to innovate their business model. Then, driving forces during 
the pandemic are analysed a compared between the case studies. Resulting business 
model innovations and from the case studies and its outcomes are investigated. The 
following research questions were formulated for small enterprises in developing 
countries: 

 What factors influenced the adoption of business model innovation for 
these organisations? 

 During COVID-19 pandemic are organisations driven towards 
business model innovation? How different are they from driving 
factors before the outbreak started? 

 How are business model innovations unfolding for these 
organisations? 

A multiple-case study qualitative study is conducted to answer the research questions.       
Prior the definition of case sectors, participants from a variety of sectors were identified 
from organisations that developed BMI. Public information, news article and professional 
networks were useful to recruit participants. The main goal behind the selection of cases 
was to select organisations from different sectors to allow observation of context specific 
elements. This sampling strategy could increase diversity and allow to fully describe 
multiple perspectives (Yin, 2014). Therefore, sampling strategy aims to be purposeful 
while capturing diverse perspective of the analysed phenomena (Creswell and Poth, 
2018). 

Cases selected have demonstrated their strategic ability to reconfigure their business 
model. Three small enterprises from different business sectors were considered. The 
following Table 1 presents the description of the selected cases.  
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Table 1. Overview of the case studies. 

Organisation Region Level Sector Description 

A South 
East Asia 

Multinatio 
nal 

Global 
Health/ 

Technology 

Developed a data science platform that 
provide valuable information to public 
health officials by the application of AI 
technology for outbreak predictions on 
infectious diseases. 

B 

C 

Latin 
America 

Latin 
America 

National 

National 

Education 

Social 
crowdfunding 

Provide counselling services for 
students for access to higher education 
(globally) and career development.  
Digital crowdfunding platform for 
social causes. 

Interviews No. 1, 4, 5 and 6 (Table 2) were conducted face to face with the participants. 
However, considering increasing concerns about COVID-19 spread, it was decided to 
conduct the rest via audio and video calls with the participants.  

Participants were on the Senior Management level of the organisations due to them being 
influential to the BMI process. They were CEO’s, Presidents, Directors and Senior 
Managers (see Table 2). Two rounds interviews were conducted, before and after the 
COVID-19 outbreak. The rationale behind the second round of interviews was to 
particularly evaluate the COVID-19 context and its resulted pressures for the 
organisations. 

Table 2. Participants profile. 

Interview 
No. Participant Role Organisation Focus of the interview 
1 P1 President A 

Regional Chief 
2 P2 Executive Officer A 
3 P3 Founder A 

Chief Executive Drivers for Business Model 
4 P4 Officer B Innovation. Prior COVID-19 
5 P5 Creative Director B outbreak. 
6 P6 Mentor B 

Chief Executive 
7 P7 Officer C 
8 P8 Marketing Director C 
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Multimedia 
9 P9 Director C 
10 P1 President A Business Model Innovation due to 

Chief Executive COVID-19, strategies 
11 P4 Officer B implemented and perceived 

Chief Executive outcomes. During COVID-19 
12 P7 Officer C outbreak. 

Data was analysed within case and cross case. Understanding of the business model 
configuration for the case study organisations was developed to help understand the BMI 
drivers, implemented strategies and its impacts (See Table 3). It allows to frame the 
observed strategies to specific business model elements (Baldassarre et al., 2017). 

Table 3. Business model configuration of the case study organisations 

Business Model Overview for Case Study Organisations 
Value creation and 

Case Value Proposition  delivery system Value capture mechanism 
A Decision making tools for 

public health officials to 
address infectious diseases. 

Combination of 
technology and 
understanding of the 
disease to Development of 
data science solutions. 

Subscription model. 

B Hub where families and 
students access expert advice 
regarding higher education 
institutions application 
process, the transition to 
higher education, and 
preparing for career success. 

Close engagement with 
potential clients to 
understand their needs and 
develop focused products 
and services. 

Fees from 
provided. 

services 

C Crowdfunding platform that 
addresses relevant social 
issues in society.  

It gives community the 
opportunity to expose 
causes from people in need 
and the ability to support 
them. Provide coverage of 
the causes through social 
media and newsletter, 

Monetisation 
partnering with suppliers. 

from 

before, during and even 
after their intervention. 

Thematic analysis was performed to analyse collected data. It provides an account of data 
that is entirely qualitative, detailed, and nuanced (Braun and Clarke, 2006). Thematic 
analysis is applied for identifying, analysing, and reporting themes(patterns) within 
qualitative data by organising and describing the dataset in detail.  

4. Findings and Discussion 

4.1 Business model innovation drivers 

In this section results from the initial factors that influences the organisation to 
adopt an innovative business model will be presented. All case study organisations have 
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successfully identified driving forces both external and/or internals that have influenced 
their business model innovation. See table 5 for the summarised results of observed 
external driving forces: 

Table 4 External drivers of BMI 

External Driving for BMI 

Organisation Regulations Stakeholder 
collaboration 

Stakeholder 
engagement 

Technology 
advancement 

A x x x 
B x x 
C x x 

Internal driving forces appears to relate with inner configuration of the firms and how the 
distinct elements enable BMI. Table 5 presents the findings of internal drivers for BMI. 

Table 5. Internal BMI Drivers 

Internal Driving for BMI 

Organisation Founder's Internal Staff sustainability Staff innovative Value 
Vision capabilities consciousness ideas complementarities 

A x x x x 
B x 
C x x x 

With better understanding of what influenced the case studies organisations to pursue 
business model innovation, the next step is to present and discuss drivers for BMI during 
the crisis. This allows to partially answer the research question of this study by comparing 
driving factors before and after the COVID-19 outbreak.  

4.2 COVID-19 business model innovation driving forces for small enterprises 

Drivers for business model innovation during COVID-19 pandemic are presented 
in this section. All the organisation that took part of this study admitted that they had to 
rethink their business model due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Yet factors that influence 
this varies across case study (Table 6). 

Table 6. Observed business model innovation drivers during COVID-19 pandemic. 

External Driving Forces Internal Driving Forces 

Organisation Stakeholder 
Engagement 

Technological 
Advancement Regulations 

Staff 
sustainability 
consciousness 

Internal 
capabilities 

A 
B 
C 

x 
x x 

x 

x 
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4.3 Business model innovation during the pandemic  

This section will present the business model innovations implemented in the case 
study organisations as a reaction of the driving forces introduced in section 4.2 and 
perceived outcomes for the organisations. Table 7 shows driving forces the firms  
perceived, BMI the firms pursued as result and its outcomes.  

Table 7. Business model innovation conducted by case study organisations during 
COVID-19 pandemic and perceived results 

Drivers for change Business model 
Organisation during pandemic innovation Outcomes 

 Stakeholder  Reallocate human resources Continued to operate 
engagement 

 Internal capabilities 
 

from other projects to 
COVID-19 response services. 
Develop services to address 

during lockdown due 
to securing contracts 
during uncertain times. 

COVID-19 pandemic. 
A  Implemented a new payment 

method for clients who 
required COVID-19 services  

 Technological  Created new digital products: 
advancement Courses, seminars, 

 Measures taken by workshops, masterclasses, 
health authorities etc. 

 Internal capabilities  Substituted physical to digital 
interactions with clients. 

B 

Managed to continue 
operating during 
lockdown providing 
services to its clients. 
Developed digital 
products that are well 
received and will 
remain after operations 
are resumed after 
lockdown. 

 Focused services to address helped 150 
 Internal COVID-19 associated issues families and provided 

C sustainability 
consciousness 

food to essential 
workers from over 20 
healthcare centres. 

Given that results of the case studies conducted have been presented and discussed; next 
section aims to summarise the findings linking them to the research question of the study.  

4.4 Discussion 

Evidence shows that small enterprises in developing countries under study are 
influenced by internal and external sources to undertake BMI with and without public 
health crisis. 

When comparing driving forces before and during the outbreak across case-study we 
noticed that similar themes emerge. However, before the COVID-19 outbreak, case study 
organisations appear to react to a more diverse set of driving forces compared to BMI that 
occurred during the pandemic. Perhaps, strategic leaders’ attention was focused to greater 
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challenges perceived in the pandemic context. 

Figure 1 summarises findings of the COVID-19 BMI drivers for each case study. Studied 
organisations successfully reconfigured their business model to face these challenging 
times. Development of digital services, rework of the value propositions among other 
adjustment are evidence of BMI occurring in the evaluated setting. BMI led to positive 
outcomes across case study, which demonstrate how crucial is innovation to thrive in 
times of crisis (Clinton and Whisnant, 2014).  

Figure 1 Findings of multiple-case study BMI drivers during COVID-19 pandemic 

5. Conclusions 

We are living unprecedented times. COVID-19 pandemic poses a significant 
challenge for businesses around the world. Small enterprises which are one of the mayor 
sources of employment in developing countries are at risk. Therefore, is important that 
these firms continue to operate and thrive amidst the current crisis. 

This paper provide insight on how small enterprises from developing countries are 
influenced to pursue BMI during the global health crisis. Also, we discuss strategies 
implemented to reconfigure their business model. By conducting a qualitative multiple-
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case study analysis we were able to answer our research question, identifying BMI driving 
forces and understanding how they compare before and during current public health 
crisis. 

The study explored the BMIs adopted by the organisation as a reaction of identified 
driving forces during the pandemic and their outcomes. The case studies showed a 
recognised resilience to the crisis; adjusting accordingly to allow uninterrupted operation 
during lockdown, avoiding job loss, supporting their surroundings during the pandemic 
and developing new products and services that would ensure sustained demand during 
these uncertain times. Lessons learned from this research could be useful for practitioners 
(organisational leaders, directors, senior managers, etc.) from developed and developing 
countries. 

The paper contributes towards informing policymakers on successful lessons learnt from 
small enterprises innovation during COVID-19 outbreak from a business model 
perspective. They could benefit from focusing their activities on promoting firms to find 
novel ways of operating during pandemic or times of crisis. Perhaps with effective 
policies that encourage firms to adopt BMI that could help them survive and/or thrive 
during uncertain times, preventing further economic damage and unemployment. 

Further analysis could evaluate organisation capabilities that aid organisations to endure 
a crisis. Furthermore, regarding BMI, researchers could explore sustainable and 
innovative business models that were shaped during a crisis; what influenced its 
conception, implementation strategies and barriers.  

Despite the new insights provided by this study, it has limitations. The research reported 
in this paper is a preliminary study and exploratory in nature. For this reason, results are 
provisional and o limited value for generalizability. The study was conducted with small 
enterprises from selected industries in the developing countries. Therefore, results may 
not be applicable outside of this context. However, we argue that the results could be  
applicable for similar organisations from developing countries. 
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