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Inter-firm Collaboration as a Performance-Enhancing Survival Strategy within the Business Models of 

Ethnic Minority-Owned Urban Restaurants Affected by COVID-19 

Abstract 

Purpose: Guided by resource-based theory, this investigation examines the extent to which knowledge sharing as 

part of inter-firm collaboration serves as a performance-enhancing strategy; that is, in the context of assisting ethnic 

minority-owned urban restaurants to survive during a major market disruption. Specifically, the study features 

owner-managers perceptions concerning the evolving environmental circumstances associated with the novel 

coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic.  

 

Design/methodology/approach: Data collection took place among owner-managers of urban restaurants in a 

Canadian city during the COVID-19 pandemic in late 2020. This featured semi-structured interviews with 

restaurants’ owner-managers originating from various ethnic origins together with secondary data where possible. 

Data analysis followed an adapted Gioia approach. 

 

Findings: Examples of inter-firm collaboration include restaurants’ owner-managers leveraging social capital and 

sharing knowledge about the effects of legislation and health guidelines on operating procedures, together with 

good and bad practices where firms have pivoted their business models via take-outs, patio dining and in-room 

dining. Irrespective of the strength of network ties (within and across ethnic communities), owner-managers were 

motivated to share information to facilitate their survival. Nevertheless, this study raises questions over the extent 

that certain decision-makers exhibit strategic flexibility responding to environmental conditions together with their 

respective ability to engage/retain customers plus service-oriented employees. Additionally, whether some owner-

managers will continue to collaborate with their competitors after COVID-19 ends, and if so, with whom and the 

magnitude of activities. In particular, ‘trust’ via psychological contracts and ‘complementary strategies’ among 

partners across co-ethnic and different ethnic origins are key considerations. 

 

Originality: A body of knowledge exists addressing the notions of both inter-firm collaboration and market 

disruptions in the broader cross-disciplinary literature. However, the inter-firm collaborative practices of small firms 

with ethnic minority ownership that are otherwise rivals remain under-researched. More specifically, inter-firm 

collaboration as a survival strategy for owner-managers during the market disruption arising from a crisis situation 

features as an original contribution.  

 

Keywords: COVID-19; Ethnicity, Inter-firm Collaboration; Strategic Flexibility. 

 

Introduction 

 

“Evidence, however, is lacking on how small operators, who are likewise competitive, can establish cooperation 

and collaboration.” (Rivera, 2019, p. A1). 

 

Underpinned by resource-based theory (Barney, 1991; 2018), the objective of this cross-disciplinary study is to 

examine how decision-makers in restaurants owned by members of ethnic minority communities can utilize 
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knowledge sharing as a specific aspect of inter-firm collaboration to help survive and enhance performance during 

the evolving environmental circumstances associated with the novel coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic. By way of 

background, various patterns of migration and integration into certain countries have occurred over generations, 

leading to the contemporary multi-cultural marketplace (Demangeot and Sankaran, 2012). Additionally, degrees of 

mixed embeddedness has taken place across ethnic communities (countries of origin and settlement as per 

Kloosterman, 2010; Jones et al., 2014). In fact, these practices have manifested in various businesses in the 

hospitality sector (among others) being owned by members of various ethnic minority communities (Ram et al., 

2000a; 2000b; 2002; Chaudhry and Crick, 2004; Josiam and Monteiro, 2004; Abdullah et al., 2009; Jang et al., 

2011). Nevertheless, despite businesses more generally failing for a number of reasons (Parsa et al., 2005), a body 

of research suggests that various issues influence the likelihood of ethnic minority-owned firms’ survival and 

resilience to environmental conditions, including access to capital, levels of education and limited assets (Bruder et 

al., 2011 Bewaji et al., 2016; Crick et al., 2016). However, the survival practices of ethnic minority-owned firms at a 

time of severe market disruption/crisis remains relatively under-researched, making this current investigation both 

important and timely.  

For clarity, two key concepts are considered, namely, ‘coopetition’ (as a term widely associated with inter-firm 

collaboration) and ‘market disruptions’. First, various terms exist to describe and operationalize collaboration among 

supply chain partners; also, with competitors, such as alliances, inter-firm rivalry and coopetition (Pangarkar, 2007; 

Bouncken et al., 2015; 2020; Cui et al., 2018; Crick and Crick, 2019; Papaioannou et al., 2020). Coopetition involves 

“a paradoxical relationship between two or more actors, regardless of whether they are involved in horizontal or 

vertical relationships, simultaneously involved in cooperative and competitive interactions”  (Bengtsson and Kock, 

2014, p. 180). This current study focuses on horizontal as opposed to vertical relationships among restaurants 

owned by members of ethnic minority communities. It therefore builds on a body of literature that has existed for 

some time involving the notion of symbiotic entrepreneurship that can occur across both domestic and international 
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networks (Etemad et al., 2001; Wright and Dana, 2003; Dana et al., 2008), whereby independent firms cooperate 

voluntarily for performance-enhancing reasons like increased efficiency and profit. 

Second, existing literature highlights that the notion of a market disruption is somewhat broad, taking various forms 

other than the COVID-19 pandemic featuring in this current investigation. Diverse examples include disruptive 

business models such as via the ‘internet of things’ (Guttentag and Smith, 2017); natural disasters (Morrish and 

Jones, 2020); financial crises (Pizam, 2009; Johnstone et al., 2020); product-harm crises (Gao et al., 2015); as well 

as epidemics and pandemics (Tse et al., 2006; Chuo, 2014; Baum and Hai, 2020; Jiang and Wen, 2020; Sigala, 

2020). Nevertheless, an underlying similarity in earlier studies that address market disruptions together with the 

term ‘crisis management’, is the need for decision-makers to develop capabilities and build resilience within their 

respective business models (Stafford et al., 2002; Israeli, 2007; Seo and Jang, 2013).  

Consequently, it is necessary to link the underlying two core concepts together in order to contribute to knowledge 

in this current study’s cross-disciplinary domain. Indeed, despite from a marketing perspective Bengtsson and Kock 

(2014) viewing coopetition as ‘paradoxical’, from a broader entrepreneurship lens, such activities appear seemingly 

‘rational’ for under-resourced firms, especially at times of crisis like a major market disruption. For example, Crick 

and Crick (2020) utilized secondary data to illustrate examples across various trade sectors during the COVID-19 

pandemic of under-resourced rivals collaborating rather than employing an individualistic business model as a 

performance-enhancing strategy. The impact of inter-firm collaboration on a firm’s business model is a key 

consideration, since Baden-Fuller and Haefliger (2013, p. 419) define this as “a system that solves the problem of 

identifying who is (or are) the customer(s), engaging with their needs, delivering satisfaction, and monetizing the 

value”. It follows that decision-makers need to evolve their business models to enhance performance and indeed 

minimize the potential for failure reflecting changing circumstances (as per Osterwalder and Pigneur, 2010; 

Gassmann et al., 2014), such as the market disruption caused by COVID-19. Nevertheless, although certain firms 
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are adapting their business models (Crick and Crick, 2020; Lund Pedersen and Ritter, 2020), Sheth (2020) 

questions whether old customer habits will die or return.  

Such a consideration raises uncertainty for owner-managers’ decision-making during the evolving circumstances 

resulting from COVID-19 and the need for ‘readiness’ to improvise/adapt strategies (Hughes et al., 2020). Not least, 

since enhancing customers’ experiences to facilitate organizational reputation and build loyalty is important (Foroudi 

et al., 2016); yet, achieving such outcomes may be problematic in times of a crisis. In addressing the previously 

mentioned objective, two contributions arise from this current study: 

1. Unique insights during the COVID-19 pandemic feature information sharing among owner-managers of 

businesses with different ethnic ownership as a facet of inter-firm collaboration activities at a time of crisis. This 

provides under-resourced decision-makers with knowledge as a mutually beneficial asset to help performance 

related outcomes, especially survival, during a crisis (building on resource-based theory as per Barney, 1991; 2018). 

Illustrations highlight the importance of developing social capital (irrespective of the ethnic ownership of particular 

businesses); not least, via trust and engaging in inter-firm collaboration activities with complementary partners to 

minimize tensions, especially among those in close proximity (building on Dana et al., 2013; Felzensztein et al., 

2014; Geldes et al., 2015). Nevertheless, the strength of co-ethnic and inter-community network ties varied among 

rivals, especially depending on the extent to which direct as opposed to indirect competition existed. Such 

considerations lead to speculative questions over the likelihood of inter-firm collaboration continuing after the 

pandemic ends or at least the magnitude of the activities among certain firms. 

2. Further insights involve the notion of ‘strategic flexibility’ in respect of decision-makers’ business models 

responding to shared knowledge regarding changing conditions during COVID-19; also, associated learning and 

readiness to move forward during and after the crisis (building on Priem and Butler, 2001; Hughes et al., 2020). In 

particular, for family-owned businesses that are prevalent in certain sectors, the need exists to utilize social capital 
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(see Arregle et al., 2007; Herrero and Hughes, 2019) and not restrict decision-making among family members. In 

fact, irrespective of the resources/capabilities possessed, the need exists for owner-managers to have the ability to 

rapidly pivot their evolving business models (as per Osterwalder and Pigneur, 2010; Gassmann et al., 2014). 

This study continues first, via consideration of contextual issues in respect of crises with a focus on the COVID-19 

pandemic, before second, a theoretical underpinning follows regarding the framing literature. Third, an evaluation 

of the methodological approach employed takes place, before fourth, consideration of the findings follows. Fifth, a 

discussion of those findings offers unique insights in respect of their contribution to the existing cross-disciplinary 

literature. Sixth, conclusions, implications and areas for further research end the paper.  

Context 

Since the beginning of 2020, the global impact of the novel coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic has been apparent 

in various respects, especially with a large number of cases and deaths (Worldometer, 2021). To date, evolving 

regulations, varying practices among firms, and contrasting customer behavior have been evident (Baum et al., 

2020; Chen, 2020; Knight et al., 2020; Yang et al., 2020). For example, to varying degrees, governments around 

the world have ordered lockdowns, many employees are working from home, consumers have been panic buying 

certain items, and large-scale travel and trading restrictions have been enforced (BBC News, 2020; Fox News, 

2020; CNN, 2020; United Kingdom Government, 2020). In fact, certain countries or major urban areas within them 

have become hotspots for COVID-19 (Telegraph, 2020; Washington Post, 2020). The impact of this market 

disruption for businesses has been dramatic with some trade sectors performing better than others (MSN.com, 

2020a), although trading rules have varied across countries. In response, certain firms’ owner-managers across 

sectors have pivoted their business models in particular ways (Fortune, 2020; MSN.com, 2020a; Pantano et al., 

2020; Ritter and Lund Pederson, 2020), such as changing production to items in demand like personal protective 

equipment. In short, given customers’ perceptions of risks in a climate of changing legislation (Foroudi et al., 2021), 
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although certain firms have struggled to survive, others have exhibited varying degrees of resilience (Alonso et al., 

2020; Brizek et al., 2021; Song et al., 2021); not least, by adapting operating procedures (Breier et al., 2021). 

A key consideration for firms’ owner-managers across a variety of sectors during the pandemic crisis is whether to 

continue internalizing decision-making by operating under an individualistic as opposed to a collaborative business 

model (Crick and Crick, 2020). Specifically, whether to build social capital (Visentin et al., 2021); for example, 

engage in forms of inter-firm collaboration like sharing resources and capabilities (as per Financial Times, 2020; 

Independent, 2020; New York Times, 2020; Security, 2020; The Guardian, 2020; Wyllie, 2020). These primarily 

practitioner-oriented examples occur across sectors such as charities, healthcare, through to cyber-security; the 

over-riding consistency being firms that previously operated via an individualistic business model have collaborated 

with other firms for mutually beneficial outcomes.  

Turning to restaurants (consistent with many other businesses), these have been subject to emergency legislation 

forcing them to close their doors to the public like for dine-in services during certain periods; the effect being that 

business failure rates across various sectors including restaurants are widely reported (CNN, 2020; MSN.com, 

2020b). Like a number of under-resourced businesses with low or unstable cash-flows across a variety of sectors 

(see Eggers, 2020), restaurants are vulnerable during crises despite certain government policy makers offering 

benefits/services (for example, Canada.ca, 2020). Indeed, in terms of the country context of this current 

investigation, about 800,000 Canadian restaurant jobs were lost in March 2020 (globalnews.ca, 2020a) and like 

employers across many sectors, a need exists to support their workforce (see Carnvale and Hatak, 2020). Guides 

of best practices are nonetheless available to owner-managers as issues associated with COVID-19 evolve 

(Restaurants Canada, 2020). However, across the world, the stark reality is that certain restaurants will potentially 

not re-open (MSN, 2020b). In short, for a number of sectors including restaurants, the future is uncertain and as 

Schwartzel et al. (2020) note: “the new normal will look anything but.” 
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Literature Review 

Ethnic Minority-Owned Businesses 

Following the prior contextual considerations associated with the disruption caused by COVID-19, in this current 

study that investigates the practices of restaurants owned by members of ethnic minority communities, a prima 

facie notion is that such firms may operate somewhat differently to those in the wider sector. Indeed, Smallbone et 

al. (2005: 43) note that “most of the existing literature on ethnic minority-owned firms is based, either explicitly or 

implicitly, on the view that businesses with ethnic minority owners are ‘different’ from the rest of the population, both 

in terms of their behavioural characteristics and in terms of the types of problems that they face”. Moreover, as the 

Introduction section alluded to, migration has occurred for some time (Light, 1972; Dana, 2007) leading to varying 

degrees of mixed embeddedness in particular countries (as per Kloosterman, 2010; Jones et al., 2014). The 

formation of ‘enclaves’ containing relatively high numbers of co-ethnic communities in some localized areas has 

occurred following migration and as members of ethnic communities move to later generations  (Wilson and Portes, 

1980; Werbner, 2001). Nevertheless, regarding business practices, depending on owner-managers’ growth 

aspirations, a potential need to ‘break-out’ of niche markets has also been noted (Ram and Hillin, 1994; Basu, 

2010). 

Earlier studies often focus on relatively stable environmental conditions in contrast to the crisis context of the 

COVID-19 pandemic in this current study, whereby owner-managers’ objectives and associated strategies may 

pivot to maintaining business survival in response to the market disruption. Under ‘normal’ environmental operating 

conditions that reflect more stability compared to the context of COVID-19, certain issues are important 

considerations in this current investigation. First, Werbner (1994) notes that ‘social networks’ are a potential key 

resource; in particular, the associated performance-enhancing knowledge regarding cultural issues and the 

relatively low operating costs by employing family and co-ethnic employees (Jones et al., 1993; Chaudhry and 

Crick, 2004). Nevertheless, it is stressed that the broader notion of ‘family ownership’ was not the explicit focus 
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under investigation, despite the recognition that governance and support mechanisms can influence decision-

making (Felzensztein and Gimmon, 2021). Importantly, this study appreciated that various family-owned 

businesses operate in the restaurant sector including those with owner-managers from ethnic-minority backgrounds 

(Chaudhry and Crick, 2004; Crick et al., 2016). More broadly, recognition also existed that family-owned firms 

typically represent a high proportion of employment across various countries (Canziani et al., 2020).  

Such issues were relevant to this current study because family-owned firms (irrespective of ethnic ownership) may 

exhibit certain resources/capabilities including their organizational culture, reputation, human capital and networks 

(Habbershon and Williams, 1999; Sirmon and Hitt, 2003; Huybrechts et al., 2011; Zellweger et al., 2012; Beck and 

Prügl, 2018; Herrero and Hughes, 2019; Estrada-Robles et al., 2020). Moreover, Reay et al. (2015) noted co-

existing institutional logics, highlighting the importance of decision-making benefiting the family, business and 

community. Although exceptions exist, firm ownership has nonetheless often been implicit as opposed to explicit in 

certain prior studies regarding inter-firm collaboration (see Niemelä, 2004; Roessl, 2005). Consequently, returning 

to the ethnic minority focus of this current investigation, such considerations are pertinent since they may affect the 

extent to which co-ethnic ties form part of inter-firm collaborative relationships at a time of a crisis and indeed, 

influence co-ethnic employment based on social networks, especially among family businesses.  

Second, earlier studies provide evidence to suggest that despite potential motives for starting businesses (such as 

cultural knowledge), sometimes problems exist among owner-managers from ethnic-minority backgrounds. These 

issues include experience with racism, an inability to raise appropriate capital; also, support1 to help overcome 

adverse cultural and institutional conditions (Min, 1987; Jones et al., 1992; Ram and Smallbone, 2003; Bruder et 

al., 2011; Aliaga-Isla and Rialp, 2013; Carter et al., 2015). In fact, Chreim et al. (2018) highlight a potential ‘double 

                                                             
1 A body of knowledge exists on various stakeholders’ generic assistance for owner-managers irrespective of 
ethnicity ranging from start-ups through to established firms’ evolving business models like via internationalisation 
(Crick, 1992; Crick and Crick, 2018). However, recognition also exists that particular stakeholders often need to 
differentiate their support for ethnic-minority-owned firms such as via a cultural affiliation (Chaudhry and Crick, 1998; 
Oc and Tiesdell, 1999; Crick and Chaudhry, 2000). 
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disadvantage’ regarding gender and ethnicity; specifically, opportunities are sometimes contained for certain female 

immigrant entrepreneurs’ because of cultural/institutional factors. 

Inter-firm Collaboration 

The advantages of engaging in inter-firm collaboration are widely recognized; that is, under-resourced firms 

obtaining performance-enhancing resources and/or capabilities from rivals as opposed to employing an 

individualistic business model (Bernal et al., 2002; Ritala, 2012; Czakon and Czernek, 2016; Velu, 2016; Kraus et 

al., 2019; Czakon et al., 2020; Estrada and Dong, 2020; Crick et al., 2021a). Even so, earlier studies also recognize 

the importance of effectively managing potential tensions to minimize opportunistic behavior among partners (Raza-

Ullah et al., 2014; Bouncken et al., 2018; Lascaux, 2020; Crick and Crick, 2021a). Not least, because owner-

managers undertake risk/reward considerations when selecting rivals to collaborate with, since not all competitors 

are the same (Chiambaretto et al., 2020; Yan et al., 2020). In fact, social capital is often important in developing 

effective network relationships and especially those in close proximity (Felzensztein et al., 2010; 2014; Geldes et 

al., 2015; Chowdhury et al., 2020; Crick and Crick, 2021b). 

However, inter-firm collaboration within the tourism/hospitality context remains relatively under-researched in 

comparison to other sectors like agriculture, alcohol and high-tech included in the previously mentioned existing 

literature (for example, Wang and Krakover, 2008; Czakon and Czernek, 2016; Crick et al., 2021b). Illustrations 

nonetheless arise depending on how broadly the term ‘hospitality’ is utilized (following earlier research like King, 

1995; Rivera, 2020) and the specific business models employed. For example, although eco-systems exist that 

support firms in various sectors (Ratten, 2020), some business clusters2 contain firms engaged in degrees of inter-

firm collaboration associated with their augmented business models, like among wine producers. Using this 

                                                             
2 Business clusters are common in sectors like retail and hospitality/tourism like accommodation through to 
restaurants (Chaudhry and Crick, 2003; 2004; Crick & Crick, 2016; Crick et al., 2016; 2018). Not least, regarding 
restaurants, to reflect ethnic cuisines typified by China Town, Little Italy, Korea Town, etc. 
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illustration, certain wine producers engage in forms of inter-firm collaboration to facilitate core wine sales 

domestically and overseas; this includes various practices to sell wine at cellar doors/tasting rooms, alongside 

operating cafes, restaurants, etc. as part of wine tourism/hospitality activities (Dana et al., 2013; Crick, 2015; Crick 

and Crick, 2015; Granata et al., 2018; Felzensztein et al., 2019; Crick et al., 2021a). 

Inter-firm Collaboration Guided by Resource-Based Theory 

A body of knowledge exists in respect of resource-based theory (as per Barney, 1991; Lavie, 2006; Kellermanns et 

al., 2016) regarding a relationship between firms’ resources/capabilities and their performance. To facilitate a 

competitive advantage, a firm’s utilization of their respective resources and capabilities can result in assets being 

well organized and of value, rare, inimitable and non-substitutable (Barney, 1991). Nevertheless, simply the 

possession of particular resources and/or capabilities does not always lead to performance enhancement; instead, 

strategic flexibility and readiness in decision-making is often necessary (Priem and Butler, 2001; Hughes et al., 

2020). Indeed, strategy implementation is a core consideration for owner-managers; not least, at the time of COVID-

19, whereby they need to prepare their business for a post pandemic world (Lund Pederson and Ritter, 2020). 

Recently, Barney (2018) recognized the role of stakeholders in the resources/capabilities-performance relationship, 

namely, an issue important within this current study involving inter-firm collaboration. For example, owner-managers 

of under-resourced organizations can collaborate with rivals via the sharing of resources (such as equipment and 

funds) and/or capabilities (like knowledge and experience) to help lead to mutually beneficial outcomes (see, 

Bouncken and Kraus, 2013; Gnyawali and Charleton, 2018; Hannah and Eisenhardt, 2018; Hoffmann et al., 2018). 

In other words, inter-firm collaboration activities can assist partners’ performance-enhancing activities in comparison 

to utilizing their own restricted assets when employing an individualistic business model (Velu, 2016). More 

specifically, mutual benefits are likely if effective management of trustworthy relationships minimizes potential 

tensions (Raza-Ullah et al., 2014; Bouncken et al., 2018; Lascaux, 2020; Crick, 2020; Crick and Crick, 2021a). For 

example, Crick and Crick (2021a) suggest that certain ‘psychological contracts’ often exist based on trust within 
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informal network ties; as opposed to, or in addition to (in the case of formal alliances), contractual arrangements. 

Luo et al. (2007, p. 81) highlight the potential risks involved when collaborating with competitors. “Cooperation with 

competitors needs to be carefully considered and judiciously executed because an over-reliance on highly-intensive 

competitor alliances may be just as harmful as under-using such alliances. Excessive cooperation may lead to free-

riding and opportunistic exploitation, a potential loss of proprietary, technological, and marketing capabilities, and a 

possible dulling of a firm’s incentives to stay customer-focused”.  It therefore follows from a stakeholder perspective 

of resource-based theory that working with complementary and trustworthy partners (in this case rivals) increases 

the likelihood of enhancing performance (see Barney, 2018).  

Inter-firm Collaboration from an ‘Outside-in’ Perspective 

As previously alluded to, irrespective of a firm’s resources and capabilities, market disruption can occur due to 

environmental circumstances and this leads to consideration of an ‘outside-in’ perspective (as per Day, 2014; Day, 

2020); namely, decision-makers are led by issues associated with the market. To illustrate, Day (2014, p.28) offers 

examples of questions for decision-makers from an outside-in perspective. “How and why are customers changing? 

What new needs do they have? What can we do to solve their problems and help them make more money? What 

new competitors are lurking around the corner, and how can we derail their efforts?” Such issues are important in 

this current study given that market conditions have changed due to the impact of COVID-19, including legislation 

affecting the way restaurants can operate and provide value to customers via associated changes in business 

models (Globalnews.ca, 2020b). Therefore, it follows that instead of attempting to ‘derail’ competitors (as per Day, 

2014), employing a stakeholder perspective of resource-based theory (Barney, 2018) suggests mutual benefits 

from inter-firm collaboration can arise for owner-managers of certain under-resourced rival firms.  

Research Focus 

The previous literature suggests that during a market disruption such as the COVID-19 pandemic at the time of this 

current study, under-resourced firms owned by members of ethnic minority communities might limit their 
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performance by internalizing decision-making and there is potential merit in exploring the opportunity of engaging 

in inter-firm collaborative activities. In practice however, it is incumbent on decision-makers to enter relationships 

with trustworthy and complementary rivals to avoid opportunistic behavior; hence, achieve mutually beneficial 

outcomes. It is therefore worthwhile re-stating the objective of this study, namely, is to examine how decision-

makers in restaurants owned by members of ethnic minority communities can utilize knowledge sharing as a specific 

aspect of inter-firm collaboration to help survive and enhance performance during the evolving environmental 

circumstances associated with the novel coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic. It is nonetheless re-emphasized that 

this current study focuses solely on information sharing as opposed to broader resources and/or capabilities sharing 

as the later Findings section indicates this was the only form of inter-firm collaboration undertaken. 

 
Methods 

Data Collection 

Affecting data collection in this investigation was the evolving legislation in Canada that varied not only across 

provinces, but also within a province, influenced by varying cases of COVID-19 (see globalnews.ca, 2020b). For 

example, after various closures of in-house dining, some provinces opened patio dining of restaurants before others; 

also, particular cities within certain geographically diverse provinces opened on different dates. At the time of writing, 

in-house dining had re-started within the region under investigation subject to social distancing affecting the number 

of customers, but then stopped again due to rising cases of COVID-19. Selection of interviewees followed a 

snowball sampling approach based on contacts with certain owner-managers that led to recommendations of others 

with whom they had relationships. 

Given the evolving context, this study features data collection taking place via semi-structured interviews (observing 

social distancing) with 40 owner-managers of restaurants selling different cuisines in a single city and surrounding 

suburbs in late 2020 and this forms the research boundary. Appendix 1 outlines an interview template. The need to 

include a purposive sample of restaurants with contrasting ethnic ownership was considered important to represent 
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a varied population. A recognition exists that many businesses in the restaurant sector across countries are family-

owned (Chaudhry and Crick, 2004; Crick et al., 2016, Felzensztein and Gimmon, 2021). However, no claim is made 

in this current study to suggest all interviewees met widely accepted criteria to justify the term ‘family-owned 

businesses’ (see Chua et al., 1999). Interviewees were asked three questions. First, do you consider your 

organization to be a family business? Second, does a major family own 51% or more of the equity of your 

organization? Third, is your business governed and/or managed with the intention to shape and pursue a major 

family's vision? Owner-managers of various firms had equity divided across families and governance did not shape 

a major (vis-à-vis their equity) single family’s vision. As such, this study does not suggest the criteria of Chua et al. 

(1999) were met and therefore the focus is to contribute to the ethnicity rather than family-firm literature. 

To maintain anonymity, withholding of the name of the city is necessary, as are firm characteristics. For example, 

if mention of an Italian or Chinese restaurant within a specific city took place, that firm may be difficult to identify. 

This is due to the relative prevalence of such establishments unless accompanied by further characterizing data in 

a named area, as more information makes it easier to identify a firm. In contrast, as a further illustration, if mention 

of a Greek restaurant in an area followed even without any distinguishing characteristics, this would be even easier 

to identify the firm due to the relatively limited number of establishments selling that ethnic cuisine in particular 

cities.  

Earlier research highlights potential positive and negative issues associated with how scholars address qualitative 

research and offer guidelines that featured as considerations in the current study (Dana and Dana, 2005; Dana and 

Dumez, 2015; Crick, 2021). For example, establishing a point of reaching theoretical saturation in studies is difficult, 

so in this investigation, data collection stopped at a point that major themes repeated. In fact, diseconomies in 

finding new key data occurred earlier, but more data collection took place to be sure of reaching a point of theoretical 

saturation. No claims follow in respect of a thick description of data consistent with case study research (see, for 

example, Stake, 1995); instead, the subsequent Findings section focuses on interviewees’ responses across 
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participating firms. Triangulation occurred against secondary data where possible like via the Internet, such as 

industry reports and firms’ websites. For example, if interviewees suggested particular practices changed following 

the start of COVID-19 like moving to a restricted on-line menu, this was easily verifiable against a request to view 

the hard copy of the prior menu or looking at their website if not updated. As such, the procedures addressed the 

purpose of triangulation mentioned by Farquhar et al. (2020), namely, convergence, complementarity and 

divergence among the data.  

 

Data Analysis 

Despite the benefits of utilizing analysis via computer software in qualitative studies being widely known (see, for 

example, Sinkovics and Alfoldi, 2012), manual coding allowed the researchers to get closer to the data in this study. 

Specifically, consistent with the terminology of Stake (1995), the researchers manually coded data in respect of key 

‘issues’ under investigation. Furthermore, use of progressive focusing meant the researchers derived themes and 

sub-themes, and therefore screened-out all others (Sinkovics and Alfoldi, 2012). The researchers employed an 

adapted version of what is termed the ‘Gioia Methodology/Approach’ (Gioia et al., 2013), as illustrated in Appendix 

2. In doing so, coding was undertaken whereby first order quotes related to second order themes, and subsequently, 

these led to the aggregated dimension. To allow for contrasting perspectives, the research team was comprised of 

three members from particular cultural backgrounds. Consequently, this cross-cultural analytical approach is 

broadly consistent with Jamal and Chapman (2000) that takes an emic and etic perspective. The guidelines of 

Morrow (2005) referring to the ‘trustworthiness’ of the data were addressed, namely, credibility, transferability, 

dependability and confirmability. To illustrate, this study specified a research ‘boundary’, triangulation occurred; 

additionally, discussions took place between the researchers to agree the issues of importance arising from the 

investigation. 
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Findings 

Overview 

To avoid this study’s findings appearing descriptive in nature, analysis resulted in three key inter-related sub-themes 

via employing an adapted Gioia approach (as depicted in Appendix 2) that addressed the objective of this study 

mentioned earlier. Therefore, to minimize repetition and for the purpose of clarity due to the inter-relationships 

among sub-themes, discussion follows in this section; however, Table 1 offers a summary of key insights. Two 

overall linking issues associated with inter-firm collaboration were that interviewees (irrespective of their ethnic 

origin, age or gender) were unanimous about first, the role of changing environmental conditions having an impact 

on their respective businesses’ survival and indeed the uncertainty moving forward. Second, interviewees’ decision-

making was resource-led; for example, where owner-managers were explicitly concerned about finances vis-à-vis 

operating procedures in meeting customers’ needs. They all utilized network ties with counterparts they trusted 

(especially non-directly competing businesses selling a different cuisine) to gain knowledge in respect of inter-firm 

collaborative activities. Such an approach was consistent with the notion of developing ‘psychological contracts’ as 

opposed to those that were contractually bound. That said, the extent of their readiness for change together with 

strategic flexibility varied, especially given the perceived costs of pivoting aspects of their business models. 

[Insert Table 1 about here] 

Network Ties in Inter-firm Collaboration 

All interviewees talked about the importance of weak and strong ties in respect of network partners. However, a key 

point of variation in the data related to strong ties based on family relationships together with members of co-ethnic 

communities as opposed to weaker ties outside of family and their co-ethnic communities. Although practitioner 

discourse varied (avoiding academic terminology), a key consideration related to what was essentially the local 

hospitality ecosystem in which businesses were located, whereby a geographical area affected networks ties. For 

example, various interviewees discussed existing ties via a business association that became stronger following 
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the COVID-19 outbreak; the benefit being competing restaurants experienced mutually beneficial outcomes. To 

illustrate, irrespective of the pandemic, a business association helped facilitate customer visits to a cluster; hence, 

it was a mechanism for members to share knowledge and add value to customers leading to enhanced performance 

(as per a stakeholder perspective of resource-based theory). Particular interviewees provided specific examples 

like mentioning that members benefited from issues such as decorative lighting throughout the year, through to 

features on a seasonal basis like Halloween and Christmas. However, it is re-emphasized that all interviewees 

mentioned network relationships extending to those businesses in other geographic areas away from where they 

were located, through family, cultural and other social ties. 

Inter-firm Collaboration Reducing Uncertainty 

Returning to the pandemic crisis more specifically, to reduce uncertainty and facilitate learning, all interviewees 

utilized their network partners’ knowledge regarding perceptions towards legislation that could change at any time. 

This legislation not only affected businesses’ performance (including likelihood of survival) within the province as a 

whole, but those situated in a specific region within a province, due to local spikes in COVID-19 cases. In fact, 

following closure of in-house dining, considerations extended to different rules being in effect within a neighbouring 

province affecting first, patio dining and second, in-house dining (subject to social distancing) re-opening quicker, 

but then subsequently closing at different times as circumstances changed during the pandemic. Consequently, in 

certain parts of a province, customers might be prepared to drive across the provincial border or to areas further 

afield in their own providence. This was an issue less likely (at least on a regular basis) prior to the COVID-19 

outbreak; hence, affecting the nature of competition and customer behavior vis-à-vis restaurants in this study.  

Indeed, learning was important regarding practices that worked or did not work for restaurants in other regions that 

allowed, for example, either patio or in-house dining earlier than other areas. As such, a consistent message from 

all interviewees was to utilize whatever network relationships they could to gain information and then to check the 

accuracy with others in their network. Hence, the COVID-19 pandemic had changed the degree to which sharing 
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of information took place (within and across ethnic community members) due to the necessity to learn and act 

quickly based on evolving circumstances. This was made all the more important, since certain guidelines as 

opposed to mandatory legal requirements existed at various periods, providing uncertainty over the actions owner-

managers should take to enhance performance; also, over what timescale. Illustrations included the type of masks 

staff should wear, the need to take customers’ temperatures, asking customers to use hand sanitizer, and so on. 

Using Inter-firm Collaboration to Pivot Business Models 

It was therefore important that under-resourced owner-managers used the knowledge from inter-firm collaborative 

activities to pivot their business models where legally allowed to do so (and exploiting loopholes in grey areas like 

rules associated with patio dining), alongside reacting to perceived customers’ expectations. However, the 

uncertainty of when ‘waves’ of the pandemic would end (and/or vaccines distributed) together with a potential variant 

on the initial strain of the virus causing more lockdowns, complicated decision-making. Not least, in respect of the 

extent to which owner-managers pivoted business models as a survival and/or performance-enhancing strategy. A 

prime example being that as circumstances evolved, all firms (irrespective of ethnicity) were able to pivot quickly to 

a take-out option, as soon as legislation prohibited in-house dining. That is not to say all restaurants offered take-

outs of the prior full menu, but typically a reduced menu of popular and easy to prepare items to minimize costs and 

avoid wastage. In fact, certain types of ethnic cuisine did not easily ‘travel’, meaning it would arrive at customers’ 

homes at an inferior standard compared to coming straight from a kitchen to a table under prior in-house dining. 

This provided a difficulty for certain restaurants in maintaining a value proposition of perceived quality among 

customers, in comparison to reducing menu items and/or finding ways via information sharing to quickly get food to 

customers’ houses in a ‘quality’ condition.  

Various restaurants already had an established take-out option before COVID-19 started and respectively used 

their own staff (especially family and/or co-ethnic staff) or an intermediary firm for deliveries. Others that were 

previously dine-in only needed information very quickly to pivot, like which intermediary was most reliable and took 
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the lowest margins. Alternatively, whether it was preferable to utilize their own staff and over what geographic area 

deliveries should cover. Information sharing extended to best practices in regards to managing on-line and walk-in 

orders as such activities involved a different logistical way of working compared to dining on premises, namely, 

where the front of house staff controlled the flow of food between the kitchen and customers. One interviewee 

provided the example of making more money via take-outs compared to the start of COVID-19 as the phone would 

not stop ringing. For this firm, there was a reduction in staff costs with fewer working (reducing to family and co-

ethnic staff), yet many customers were still paying gratuities for sales on-line, shared among retained staff including 

those in the kitchen. In that specific restaurant, this led to the unintended consequence of those staff members 

retained making more money than before the pandemic. A further unintended positive consequence of the 

pandemic for some restaurants was a change in liquor laws regarding sales of alcohol, such as sales previously 

prohibited except for customers drinking on-premises. In contrast, most restaurants performed far worse compared 

with sales prior to COVID-19; hence, a move to survival-oriented objectives. 

Nevertheless, the rapid move to a take-out option meant the nature of competition changed alongside business 

models. Specifically, previously full service restaurants were now competing with firms that were still take-out only 

like a Greek restaurant now selling kebabs/souvlaki/gyros (terms interchangeable) was competing against fast food 

take-outs of those same items, with similar examples being Italian restaurants now selling take-out pizzas. Although 

no interviewee used academic discourse such as ‘switching costs’, essentially each explained in practitioner 

terminology that for certain basic items such as the previously mentioned pizzas, customers were typically not loyal 

unlike their full service restaurant prior to COVID-19; in turn, affecting performance expectations focussed on 

survival. As such, information regarding how to add value to maintain customer loyalty and avoid switching providers 

was important, whereby, examples follow. 

One illustration involved knowledge sharing leading to a noticeable pivot in certain business models like selling the 

ingredients of the ethnic cuisine and a menu so customers could cook their own meals in an authentic way at home 
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to remind them of their favourite restaurant. Indeed, a further illustration of information sharing extended to the 

important use of social media, in one case to demonstrate making speciality cocktails associated with the restaurant 

at home. An interviewee, consistent with a number of firms, indicated that social media helped customers to remain 

engaged and hopefully loyal to the business. In fact, that same interviewee mentioned some customers said they 

had particular spirits at home and asked for suggestions what cocktails they could make with those ingredients. In 

certain cases, use of a database helped enable restaurants to keep customers informed about developments via 

email, hence engaged and hopefully loyal. 

Following the change in evolving legislation to allow patio then subsequently in-house dining (at reduced numbers 

due to social distancing), knowledge sharing was important to help the under-resourced restaurants. However, it is 

prudent to mention that not all firms were able to pivot rapidly to patio dining with reduced numbers of customers 

due to the viability of their business model, so remained with a take-out option. An example involved those prior to 

COVID-19 with buffets associated with their ethnic cuisine, since to use that business model, a need exists for many 

people to utilize a buffet to remain viable; this was not possible due to the evolving legislation and especially social 

distancing. One interviewee that previously had a buffet considered a move to family-style dining on a patio, but 

then perceived this pivot would not work, as it was not cost effective and food would get cold quickly affecting 

perceptions of quality. Nevertheless, by utilizing knowledge gained from other firms, a pivot subsequently featured 

a ‘pay per menu item’ option of those previously on the buffet; that is, until once again, in-house dining was 

prohibited following evolving legislation. Restaurants pivoting to patio dining sought various knowledge from network 

partners, such as ways to facilitate expedited planning agreement via government support to grant a patio in those 

that did not previously have this (or extend the existing patio subject to adequate space around the premises).  

Impact of Wider Environmental Issues on Inter-firm Collaboration 

Interestingly, knowledge sharing extended to considerations regarding the changing weather, since over the warmer 

months, saving money by not having a covered patio was a risk, as customers would get wet during a storm or 
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patio dining would close during bad weather. More important, was knowledge sharing regarding getting a reliable 

and inexpensive contractor that was short in supply to build a quality structure to protect against rain to facilitate 

continued dining. This extended to considerations regarding issues like installing heaters in anticipation of winter 

when it would be very cold, namely, to allow all year patio dining. In other words, the investment would hopefully 

pay for itself unless patio dining was not allowed (via changing legislation) and enable the restaurant to stay in 

business except in extreme cold. A key issue involved the need to share information on regulations in relation to 

patio coverings, such as airflow via the enclosed as opposed to exposed areas to avoid fines. Another example 

featured information sharing regarding the use of screens to separate parties of customers and hence allow more 

tables closer together to circumvent social distancing regulations. A further illustration with reduced dining due to 

social distancing involved knowledge sharing regarding the decision whether to allow reservations or walk-in only 

on a first come first served basis. Interviewees differed on the utility of this with some saying walk-ins were fair, 

whereas others suggested reservations allowed planning for numbers of staff working; also, helping to engage loyal 

customers as a priority that owner-managers wanted to welcome back and retain. As one interviewee stated 

“customers will not forget”.  

Knowledge sharing included issues around cleanliness like what was legally mandatory rather than guidelines as 

legislation evolved. A consideration included the use of specific types of masks for staff that was at one stage a 

guideline before it became mandatory. For example, even if staff did not want to wear this, certain interviewees 

enforced this for staff as a way to reassure customers. The majority of interviewees considered this important not 

just to help prevent the spread of COVID-19, but also to protect themselves and their staff. Similar knowledge 

sharing considerations extended to ways of asking customers to use hand sanitizer without causing offence; also, 

if the restaurant should have simply on-line menus or hard copies to reflect perceived cleanliness. In fact, if 

restaurants utilized hard copies of menus, a consideration involved whether these should be disposable to reassure 



21 
 

customers of cleanliness. One interviewee stated “some restaurants do not want to sanitize the menus so are using 

on-line menus.”  

Inter-firm Collaboration and the Impact on Employees 

Although customer perceptions were important as previously mentioned, a key consideration was retaining good 

staff given that many restaurants had reduced their labor force and in various firms had typically given priority to 

employing family members (including extended family members); also, in certain cases those with close co-ethnic 

ties. A number of interviewees mentioned in various discourse that in times of crisis, a business is (as one 

specifically mentioned) “only as good as its weakest link”. As such, employing reliable staff irrespective of their 

ethnic background in building resilience was important. Outside of family members, competent casual staff 

employed prior to the pandemic helped maintain government guidelines/regulations and rebuild customer service 

expectations. One interviewee gave the example learned via knowledge sharing where certain unreliable staff were 

forgetting to take customers’ temperatures despite this posted as an expectation on the restaurant’s website to 

reassure customers of maintaining health standards. This had influenced employment of perceived reliable staff (as 

previously mentioned, irrespective of ethnic background) with a customer service-oriented approach based in 

certain cases on reduced shifts. To retain reliable staff, certain businesses used the opportunity of shutdowns (with 

the exception of take-outs) to give employees other tasks like stocktaking, cleaning, updating IT systems including 

use of social media, etc.  

Other Relevant Issues 

Shutdowns also allowed one business the opportunity to re-model its interior via using contractors found through 

knowledge sharing, whereby such large-scale construction would be difficult in times of in-house dining. This issue 

was less applicable to all remaining firms that were struggling to survive and such an investment would be a large 

risk and/or they simply could not afford it. More important for the remaining firms was knowledge sharing regarding 
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construction associated with patios or minor re-modelling like installing screens to separate tables to comply with 

social distancing rules. 

Finally, all interviewees mentioned discourse involving the need for proactive leadership to make tough decisions 

during times of uncertainty (like those influenced by restricted finances), even though learning from knowledge 

sharing was beneficial. In fact, knowledge sharing in ways previously outlined reduced perceived risks in owner-

managers’ strategies; hence, facilitating flexibility regarding the likelihood of pivoting aspects of their business 

models. Considerations included mutual benefits for other businesses and not just their own firm’s survival. For 

example, all interviewees mentioned the need for a number of firms to stay in business to maintain an area’s 

reputation. Especially during times when not in shutdown of in-house dining and indeed in anticipation of the 

pandemic ending, knowledge sharing enabled a cluster of firms to operate to make it appealing for customers to 

visit an area. That is, if various firms went out of business, it would not provide a positive image for the local area. 

Information sharing therefore provided benefits for various individual restaurants’ performance, employment of 

family members and typically co-ethnic staff, plus sustainability of other restaurants in the local proximity.  

Discussion 

Although decision-makers in respective firms irrespective of their ethnic background have addressed specific crises 

in a variety of ways, in the context of the current (at the time of writing) COVID-19 pandemic, the worldwide 

magnitude of the disruption has been dramatic. For example, the waves of shut-downs, partial re-opening, etc., 

have taken a huge toll on many under-resourced businesses with low or unstable cash-flows across various sectors 

(Crick and Crick, 2020; Eggers, 2020). However, earlier research suggests that certain issues affect the likelihood 

of ethnic minority-owned firms’ survival and resilience to environmental disruptions like access to capital, levels of 

education and limited assets (Bruder et al., 2011 Bewaji et al., 2016; Crick et al., 2016). In fact, to date, the survival 

strategies of firms with ethnic minority ownership at a time of severe market disruption/crisis remains under-

researched. The reality is that for a number of trade sectors like restaurants containing many ethnic minority-owned 
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firms (Ram et al., 2000a; 2000b; 2002; Jang et al., 2011), as Schwartzel et al. (2020) note: “the new normal will 

look anything but.”  

Irrespective of ownership considerations, Rivera (2020) asks an important question: what are the key organizational 

issues needed to recover from such crises? While there may be many factors affecting an answer to this question, 

consistent with resource-based theory (Barney, 1991; 2018), decision-makers may possess certain assets, but still 

need to exhibit readiness for change (Hughes et al., 2020), namely, strategic flexibility (Priem and Butler, 2001). 

Consequently, it is important that they are able to evolve their business models (Osterwalder and Pigneur, 2010; 

Gassmann et al., 2014). However, certain owner-managers are under-resourced; hence, a body of literature exists 

on the notion of inter-firm collaboration as a performance-enhancing strategy (Bengtsson and Kock, 2014; 

Bouncken and Kraus, 2013; Estrada and Dong, 2020), providing a focus for this current study. Not least, because 

of the social capital earlier studies have identified among certain ethnic communities, including those that are family-

owned (Werbner, 1994; Chaudhry and Crick, 2004; Crick et al., 2016). The notion of symbiotic entrepreneurship 

occurring across both domestic and international networks has existed for some time (Etemad et al., 2001; Wright 

and Dana, 2003; Dana et al., 2008), namely, independent firms cooperating voluntarily for performance-enhancing 

reasons like increased efficiency and profit. Nevertheless, unique insights emerge from this current study in respect 

of survival strategies of restaurants with ethnic-minority ownership in response to COVID-19. In building on this 

earlier cross-disciplinary literature, the following contributions arise from this current study with associated 

implications for practitioners that are outlined in a later section.  

Despite under-resourced restaurants with owner-managers of different ethnic minority backgrounds having the 

option to internalize decision-making and employ an individualistic business model, unique insights featured 

engaging in knowledge sharing as a performance-enhancing inter-firm collaborative activity in light of evolving 

environmental uncertainty. There was a need to utilize both weak and strong ties within and across ethnic 

communities as a survival strategy. These insights demonstrated that inter-firm collaboration provides owner-
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managers with knowledge to help decision-making for mutual benefits (building on resource-based theory as per 

Barney, 1991; 2018). Furthermore, this study builds on the ‘outside-in’ approach of Day (2014; 2020) whereby the 

utilization of resources and capabilities should be market-led. In doing so, not only are owner-managers’ strategies 

responsive to market conditions (like the disruption caused by COVID-19 in this current study), but also a recognition 

exists that instead of ‘de-railing’ competitors, rivals can collaborate for mutually beneficial performance-enhancing 

reasons. In this current study, irrespective of the ethnic background of owner-managers, it was perceived as 

mutually beneficial to share knowledge to keep all firms operating and not least to maintain the reputation of an 

area. Under such circumstances, this study suggests the potentially ‘paradoxical’ strategy of cooperating with 

competitors using the notion of inter-firm collaboration or ‘coopetition’ (as per the definition of Bengtsson and Kock, 

2014) appears in contrast a seemingly ‘rational’ strategy to cope with environmental uncertainty (Crick and Crick, 

2020).  

The importance of social capital is noted in earlier studies irrespective of firms’ ethnic ownership (building on 

Visentin et al., 2021). Specifically, this manifested in owner-managers of restaurants building trust via relational 

network ties consistent with the notion of ‘psychological contacts’ (Crick and Crick, 2021a) and engaging in inter-

firm collaborative activities with complementary partners to minimize tensions (Raza-Ullah et al., 2014; Crick, 2020). 

In turn, this supported a stakeholder perspective of resource-based theory (as per Barney, 2018). This was 

important since the strength of network ties varied among rivals and owner-managers needed to reach an optimal 

balance, not engaging in too much or too little inter-firm collaboration (as per Luo et al., 2007). In particular, owner-

managers wanted customers to visit their geographic area so all restaurants of different ethnic cuisines benefited, 

hence networks existed such as via their local business association. As such, inter-firm collaboration was especially 

important with complementary partners selling different ethnic cuisines rather than the same cuisine. Due to network 

ties including those based on the ethnic origins of owner-managers, knowledge sharing also took place across local 

regions, such as via owners of Italian restaurants who were not direct competitors due to the geographic proximity 
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of their respective establishments, but had social capital like through family and community ties. Even so, in further 

building on the work of Barney (2018), the dynamic circumstances surrounding this current study (the need for 

survival) raises questions over the likelihood of inter-firm collaboration continuing after the pandemic ends or rather 

the magnitude of the activities across restaurants with different ethnic ownership. Unfortunately, such questions are 

impossible to answer in this current study, as they are speculative in nature as the pandemic continues (at the time 

of writing); hence, offering avenues for future research (see the final section). 

Moreover, this study provides new insights highlighting that irrespective of the levels of inter-firm collaboration 

manifesting in particular information sharing among trustworthy and complementary partners during COVID-19 as 

a survival strategy, this was not enough. Instead, the changing nature of environmental circumstances emphasized 

the notion of ‘strategic flexibility’ (building on Priem and Butler, 2001). In other words, irrespective of the extent to 

which information sharing occurred based on the strength of relationships, decision-makers’ ability to rapidly 

evolve/pivot aspects of their business models in line with changing circumstances was important alongside 

associated learning (as per Osterwalder and Pigneur, 2010; Gassmann et al., 2014). These considerations lead to 

conclusions, implications and areas for further research. 

Conclusions, Implications and Future Research 

Conclusions 

The first conclusion is that inter-firm collaboration can provide decision-makers, irrespective of ethnicity, with 

resources and capabilities (like knowledge in this current study) as a mutually beneficial strategy to help 

performance related outcomes during a market disruption such as the contemporary COVID-19 pandemic crisis. 

The second conclusion is that assuming owner-managers engage in inter-firm collaboration, developing trust and 

engaging in relationships with complementary partners is important to minimize tensions. The third conclusion is 

that simply having enhanced resources/capabilities may not be enough. Therefore, strategic flexibility is important 

in respect of decision-makers’ business models responding to environmental conditions during a crisis. Specifically, 
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a collaborative outside-in (market-led) approach is important in the resources/capabilities-performance relationship. 

The fourth conclusion arises from the third; that is, irrespective of whether COVID-19 continues for some time after 

the time of writing or indeed ends following vaccines being distributed, owner-managers need to evaluate the utility 

of inter-firm collaboration such as with whom this takes place and the extent/magnitude of social capital including 

co-ethnic and inter-ethnic ties. In other words, decision-makers should in principle try to reach an optimum balance 

that may be difficult in practice, namely, to ensure mutually beneficial outcomes arise among partners. Such 

conclusions lead to several implications for practitioners. 

Practitioner Implications 

First, although certain market disruptions have a greater impact than other ones as evidenced by previous events 

(such as financial and health crises), owner-managers need to balance risks/rewards considerations associated 

with inter-firm collaboration regarding the amount of knowledge sharing that takes place. Indeed, irrespective of the 

potential merits of such collaboration, there is still a degree of rivalry involved. This leads to the second implication 

whereby the importance of engaging in relationships with trustworthy and complementary partners cannot be over-

stated. Utilizing weak and strong network ties is therefore important to determine levels of trust over time, but owner-

managers should not be over reliant on partners in case opportunistic behavior results. For example, it is  important 

to be aware of signs such as one-sided flows of knowledge.  

Third, it is important that decision-makers exhibit strategic flexibility to allow them to pursue alternative opportunities 

in the event they face a market disruption. What this means in practical terms is that owner-managers should be 

open-minded, proactive and exhibit leadership in ensuring they are able to pivot aspects of their business model in 

response to market-led circumstances. Indeed, in the case of COVID-19, the future is uncertain at the time of this 

current study in terms of what will become ‘the new normal’. Nevertheless, owner-managers need to be open-

minded to issues associated with innovative behavior and creative regarding trial and error (subject to funds) to 

establish what works and does not work; hence, learn and adapt accordingly. While arguably, certain issues are 
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predictable like concerns over ‘cleanliness’ and not spreading COVID-19, other market-led issues are less certain 

in the ‘new normal’ regarding customer behavior. However, practices are only as good as their weakest link and so 

decision-makers need to maintain the employment of good staff; therefore, recruitment, training and retention 

approaches are important. For example, such activities taking place via staff with good customer service records to 

maintain positive relationships with patrons may appear obvious. Perhaps less obvious, it is also incumbent on 

decision makers to be market-led and that may affect employment practices. This may include (but is not limited 

to), the extent to which they personally or with the employment of competent staff, utilize technology in the ‘new 

normal’. To illustrate, creating a database and using social media to facilitate customer engagement and retention 

via an on-line presence. In doing so, it is important to keep customers informed of what is happening, maintain 

relationships, and continue to offer perceived value; otherwise, hospitality-oriented business models (not least 

among firms with ethnic minority ownership) are likely to be unsustainable. 

Limitations and Avenues for Future Research 

Despite this investigation contributing to the existing literature, certain limitations exist offering avenues for future 

research. First, although data collection took place from various sources (interviewees from ethnic minority 

backgrounds together with secondary data where possible), the findings nevertheless relied on key informants. 

Even so, due the nature of the small restaurants with flat hierarchies (often with family employment) and the 

research issues involved, the value of collecting information from other interviewees was questionable. Second, 

sector practices across countries are likely to vary and not least due to legislation. Consequently, studies in different 

institutional contexts are likely to provide further unique insights. Indeed, in the broader hospitality/tourism sector, 

opportunities exist to extend this study into businesses such as spas and hotels irrespective of ethnic ownership to 

gain deeper insights. Third, a quantitative research design offers the opportunity for generalizable results where 

ethnic origin of owners does not necessarily feature (or potentially acts as a control variable). However, the changing 
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nature of the issues associated with the COVID-19 pandemic means that unless follow-up research is undertaken, 

aggregated cross-sectional data will exhibit its own limitations.  

Fourth, returning to a point alluded to earlier, a longitudinal research design is therefore preferable and that may 

employ a mixed methods approach so associated interviews allow depth regarding ‘how and why’ issues. 

Understanding how inter-firm collaborative strategies evolve or end (and why) are of particular interest. For 

example, the stimuli and barriers that affect inter-firm collaboration and the magnitude of activities. In fact, the extent 

to which inter-firm collaboration extends to community ties is of interest; specifically, whether customers living 

nearby will continue to support local restaurants and the mechanisms to facilitate this behavior (in addition to 

engaging customers located further away). Fifth, an opportunity exists to employ different theoretical lenses to offer 

further insights into owner-managers’ behavior following the market disruption. Nevertheless, in closing, these 

limitations were not significant problems in respect of the research objective under investigation; instead, they 

highlight opportunities for future research either with an ethnic minority or more generic entrepreneurship focus.  
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Appendix 1: Interview Schedule 

Research Issues Sub-Issues 

 

 

Owner-manager’s background and 

company data (e.g. Chua et al., 

1999; Crick et al., 2016) 

 

 Interviewee (ethnicity, education, experience) 

 Year founded 

 Employees 

 Family business criteria 

 Key stakeholders 

 

 

 

Inter-firm collaboration (e.g. 

Geldes et al., 2015; Crick and 

Crick, 2020) 

 

 Reasons – explore decisions against objectives 

 Explore what took place, with whom, how and why 

 Nature of network ties 

 Proximity issues if not covered 

 What was the impact of COVID-19 

 

 

 

Influence on business model (e.g. 

Osterwalder and Pigneur, 2010; 

Gassmann et al., 2014) 

 

 

 Pre COVID-19 objectives - link to business model 

 Post COVID-19 objectives – link to business model 

 Explore pivots if not covered 

 Role/impact of stakeholders including staff/community 

 Performance outcomes (and link to objectives) 
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Table 1: Key Findings 

Environmental Conditions Inter-firm Collaboration as a Survival Strategy Strategic Flexibility 

Changing legislation 
 
 
Finances associated with 
business models, including the 
implications arising from fear of 
the pandemic continuing 
 
 
Seasonal factors  
 
 
 
Customers’ perceptions 
 
 
 
 
 
Labour market and employee 
considerations 

Sharing knowledge over what is legally allowed  
 
 
Sharing knowledge over issues involving business 
models that include investment decisions in regards to 
health issues and customer expectations  
 
 
 
Sharing knowledge over good and bad practices of 
other firms, especially regarding the weather 
 
 
Sharing knowledge of customer-oriented good and bad 
practices regarding other firms 
 
 
 
 
Sharing knowledge regarding how to retain/retrain good 
staff and keep them safe 

Can decision-makers rapidly adapt to changes in legislation 
and pivot their business models? 
 
As above and are pivoted business model considerations 
that include investment decisions too risky? 
 
 
 
 
As above 
 
 
 
Can decision-makers rapidly adapt business models to 
address customers’ perceptions/expectations, maintain 
loyalty, and keep them engaged? For example, via social 
media, changing menus, logistics, and community 
initiatives. 
 
What can decision-makers do to protect, retain and retrain 
good staff as key resources when business models pivot? 
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Appendix 2: Data Structure Using an Adapted Gioia (2013) Methodology 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Examples of First-Order Themes 

“Nobody knows how guidelines will 

change and when” 

“We are closely watching what is going on 

in other provinces” 

“It’s in our interests to share information” 

“The important thing is to build relationships 

with those you trust” 

 

“We all have to be responsive to when 

guidelines change and move quickly” 

 

Environmental 

considerations 

“It’s important to keep relationships with 

customers and find new ways of doing 

things until we go back to something like 

before” 

Inter-firm 

collaboration (focus 

on knowledge 

sharing) 

Strategic flexibility 

Aggregate Dimension 
Second-Order Themes 

Survival/performance enhancement  

during COVID-19 


