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Abstract

Over the years, researchers in the field of innovation have debated whether recession and crisis have
given organisations opportunities, or limitations for growth. The Covid-19 crisis has now given a unique
opportunity to study this in more depth. Using a theoretical framework of transitional technology (Geels
2002), representatives from eight companies were interviewed in depth to examine whether the Covid-
19 crisis accelerated innovation of their products, services or work processes. The findings showed that
changes in the external sociopolitical landscape induced by the crisis, created windows of opportunity
for some of the companies that had products and services that solved issues arising from the secondary
effects of the lockdown and enforced lack of contact between individuals. Other companies were forced
to adapt to the same situation using new products, and experienced beneficial changes in work processes
that represented new value for their organisations. The companies that experienced the least benefit from
the crisis had a lack of industry diversity in their product portfolio and were not able to use the
opportunities presented in a productive way. The aftermath of the crisis means the secondary effects of
the crisis have lasted longer than the health-related effects of the primary crisis, and digitalisation of
products and services has been accelerated in many ways. All the interviewees perceived that learning
had occurred with regard to new ways of working and the flexibility of hybrid working. The importance
of understanding how individuals dealt with the crisis has meant that large changes have occurred in the

area of company culture.
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1. Introduction

To choose to write a research paper about a global crisis, especially about Covid-19, is a risky
undertaking - knowing whether this crisis is actually over, or whether one is merely in the eye
of the hurricane is hard to ascertain. Looking back on the past two years, the ups and downs of
the pandemic show one thing - never underestimate the unexpected. Few people were able to
imagine the devastating effects of a bat-to-human virus, and by March 2020 we were living
with a global pandemic. Almost every country was placed in a chaotic situation with restricted
access to international travel, businesses were struggling to keep up with rules and regulations
that changed continually, and governments asked the population to voluntarily stay in isolation
for long periods of time. This is a unique event in human history. At the same time the situation
exposed weaknesses in organisations and with the way society was organised. These
weaknesses however opened up for new products and processes to fill the new needs. As
Winston Churchill famously said during the Second World War: “Never let a good crisis go to
waste” demonstrates the opportunities that can arise from such devastating situations. It created
a global experiment for researchers in almost every academic field, including those working

with business technology.

The general consensus in popular media was that the Covid-19 crisis had devastated business
around the world. Governments were generously offering financial support to many companies,
in perhaps what seemed from the outside, an ad hoc way in order to help them survive. At the
same time, crisis literature had for many years advocated “resilience” as a preparation for crises
(Martin, Sunley & Tyler, 2015). Resilience to crisis was seen as anticipating and limiting
possible risk factors, and at the same time business continuity plans meant businesses could
recover from crisis quickly (Niemimaa et al., 2019). Innovation researchers on the other hand
have debated amongst themselves for many years as to when conditions are most optimal for
innovation. Whether innovation happens during a recession, whether it happens when the
economy is in a growth phase, or whether there are certain organisational characteristics that
encourage innovation in any situation (Lien & Timmermans, 2021). The intention of this thesis
is to examine in more detail whether the crisis presented possibilities for innovation (and

creation of new business value in general terms), and what type of innovation took place.

Researchers in both crisis management and innovation have already started producing literature
about the pandemic. Some research has examined sectors that were deeply affected by the crisis

(Alonso et al., 2020; Krammer, 2022), others have made comparisons to the Great Financial
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crisis of 2008, and to the Second World War (Roper & Turner, 2020). Several papers have
presented large quantitative studies (Margherita & Heikkilg, 2021; Lien & Timmermans, 2021)
giving the possibility to generalise about innovation trends during Covid and possible areas for
further research. In contrast, this thesis attempts to look closely at the personal experiences of
eight individuals working in eight different companies during the pandemic and examine in
detail the strategic choices they made specifically with regard to innovation. Capturing their
experiences, while they are still fresh and reasonably clear in the memory, is an important
addition to the body of Covid-19 research.

I have therefore concluded the following hypothesis:

The covid-19 crisis accelerated innovation in companies.

To examine this in further detail I have chosen two additional research questions:
RQ1: How can crises generate opportunities to create new business value?

RQ2: What innovations took place?

The thesis is structured as follows. First, I will start by having a closer look at previous research
done in the field of crisis theory and innovation theory (2), then I will discuss my chosen method
of data collection and how this was collected (3). I will then present the findings (4), followed

by a discussion of the findings (5). Lastly, I will present my conclusion (6).
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2. Literature review

In this section | will present key research within crisis theory, innovation theory and discuss

what can influence innovation during a crisis.
2.2 Definition of crisis

Although there are many definitions of a crisis, | have included two possible definitions of crisis
here. The first is a definition of an organisational crisis - that is an event affecting businesses
that is unforeseen and as having a limited time period. The second is a sociopolitical definition
of crisis and offers a perspective on aspects of Covid-19 that have occurred in the aftermath of

the crisis.

“A crisis is an event that 1) threatens the high priority values of the organization, 2) presents a
restricted amount of time in which a response can be made, and 3) is unexpected or

unanticipated by the organization” (Hermann, 1963, p.64 found in Fleischer, 2013, p.314).

“A crisis arises from a breakdown in shared meaning, legitimization, and institutionalization

of socially constructed relationships” (Pearson & Claire, 1998, p.7).

In the case of Covid-19 it is possible to state that what was initially seen as a short-term, time-
limited crisis turned into a two-year saga of restrictions and policy changes by multiple
governments. The level of uncertainty and instability created on every possible plan for the
whole of the period was unprecedented, apart from perhaps the Second world war and the global
financial crisis of 2008 in later times (Roper & Turner, 2020). During the period of 2020-2022
a complete realignment of the way individuals and companies interact occurred and this is the

foundation on which this research is carried out.
2.3 Early crisis management approaches

Much of traditional crisis management literature has focused on crisis management as a single
critical event, with emphasis on how individual companies have dealt with “crisis outcomes,
including stakeholders’ perceptions of organisational reputation, trust, and legitimacy” (Bundy,
Pfarrer, Short & Coombs, 2017, p.1662). The classic business school case of the Johnson &

Johnson Tylenol scandal in 1982 is described in numerous studies and generally describes the
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outcome and positive legacy of how a crisis was handled (Pearson & Clair, 1998). Gradually a
more multidisciplinary approach improved crisis management understanding and in a widely
cited model proposed by Pearson and Clair (1998), companies were challenged to think of a
crisis as a situation that will not necessarily happen but is useful to prepare for. In turn, research
began to emphasise processes that contained learning and feedback from critical situations so

that organisations were prepared for the next possible crisis. Companies aimed to become

resilient.
.\ Individual and collective
AN reactions
\
Environmental context: Triggering * shattered assumptions
; P ;
« Institutionalized practices event S g’;ﬁ:ﬁfcﬁ;tthorm
- 3 i N
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stakeholders

= information dissemination

* organization/industry visibility

Figure 1. “The Crisis Management Process” (Pearson & Clair, 1998, p.66).
2.4 Crisis management evolves to crisis resilience

As companies have become more aware of the potential cost of the aftermath of a crisis, a
resilience approach has grown in favor and dominates crisis management thinking. In other
words, companies have moved from a pure event-based management of crisis, to being prepared
for a never-ending circular task of dealing with risk, and preparation for the next possible crisis.
For example, from a business perspective losing reputation would be a high risk, so that
branding strategies and PR departments would be focused on preparation for quickly building
trust when it was challenged. Within IT-departments focus on reduction of system weaknesses
to prevent security breaches, and quick recovery should this happen, are of utmost importance.
In all areas of the business, various environmental contingencies may threaten the business
continuity and evaluating the resilience of the business model against these contingencies
should therefore be a central part of business continuity planning (Niemimaa et al, 2019). A

typical model used in research and development of resilience looks like this example:
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Operational
Resilience

Figure 2. The Operational Resilience application (ServiceNow, 2022, p.1)

Dobrowolski (2020, p.804) points to the “natural human tendency to focus on moving on from
the crisis as quickly as possible and returning to former conditions”, but also a growing
awareness on how to identify any signs to avoid a crisis. Dobrowolski (2020) therefore argues
that working with threats to systems in an agile way is the best prevention in situations of rapid
change. He explains further that a crisis is more often than not a multifaceted problem: “it is
highly unlikely that problems will be solved at a single stroke or by ad hoc action. It leads to
the assumption that despite the urgency of the crisis, the situation demands management and
solving-problems from a three-dimensional perspective, which includes organisational,

managerial and political issues” (Dobrowolski, 2020, p. 800).

2.5 Strategic responses to crisis

During Covid-19 the length of the crisis meant that a simple business continuity response soon
became challenging. In the initial phases of a crisis there is a focus on quick recovery, but when
the length of the ongoing situation is unknown, risk assessment is difficult, and the path forward

iS more uncertain.

Fleicher (2013) talks about the idea of subjective and objective perceptions of time during a
crisis, but most importantly the concept of “quantic time”. This refers to an “irreversible break”
with what went before and the heralding of a new era (Fleicher, 2013). When organisations

perceive an irreversible break with what went before a strategic response is a necessity.

Krammer (2022) bases his Covid-19 research on a model of strategic crisis responses from
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Wenzel et al. (2020). He presents four main strategies under crisis: retrenchment, persevering,

exit and innovating (Krammer, 2022) and these are useful to examine in more detail.

Retrenchment

Retrenchment is a strategic response that involves reduction of costs, assets, and products by
reducing normal activity in the market (Pearce & Robbins, 1993; Krammer, 2022). Though
such measures can potentially narrow business activities, some scholars highlight that it can
stabilise business-decline through increased focus on already existing activities, and therefore
be an important basis for strategic renewal and recovery (Pearce & Robbins, 1994; Wenzel et
al., 2020). For many, this response is seen as necessary and “an almost unavoidable ad-hoc
response to a crisis” (Wenzel et al., 2020, p.9). However, when a crisis lasts for a longer period
of time it may negatively affect a firm's valuable resources, capabilities and culture (Wenzel et
al., 2020, p.9).

Persevering

Persevering is aimed at sustaining a firm's activities and maintaining the status quo during a
crisis. This strategic response is seen especially effective when a crisis changes on a day-to-day
basis (Wenzel et al., 2020). This reduces exposure to risk and failure in uncertain times
(Krammer, 2022).

Exit

An exit strategy may be an unavoidable response to a crisis when other responses fail. It may
also occur from the disbelief that other responses will help the organisation survive the crisis
(Wenzel et al., 2020, p.12). However, it is not necessarily caused by bankruptcy and can be a
valuable strategic decision. For example, Dai, Eden, and Bemish (2017) argue that choosing an
exit strategy in war-afflicted areas can help protect at-risk resources that may be hard to

replace.

Innovating

Wenzel et al. (2020), argue that innovating during a crisis might be unavoidable for a firm's
survival if a crisis lasts for a longer period of time, by forcing companies to look for alternative
sources of revenue. Although a crisis can have devastating consequences for a company, it also
opens up possibilities for strategic renewal by relaxing normal decision-making constraints,
thus opening doors to what might earlier have been sin as unfeasible (Wenzel et al., 2020,
p.11).
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2.6 Cognitive aspects of crisis

As discussed above, crisis management literature has often focused on the organisation’s
response and resilience to crisis. It is very easy to forget when reading this literature that
organisations are to a large extent theoretical entities. In reality they consist of a network of
individuals who work together, ideally to achieve goals set by the management of the
organisation. Although crisis literature has written extensively about the psychological aspects
of crisis management, the “underlying assumption is that cognitive limitations are inherent in
individuals and that organization-based solutions constitute the primary method for overcoming
or minimising these limitations” (Person & Clair, 1998, p.5). However, as the authors also point
out, after an organisational crisis has occurred individuals “may not only collectively question
their personal assumptions about themselves and the world but also question cultural
assumptions, structural relationships, and role definitions within the organization” (Person &
Clair, 1998, p.6). The authors therefore included the importance of “individual and collective
reactions” to crises in their model (figure 1) and propose the idea of “psychic reorganisation”
after a crisis. Pearson & Clair (1998, p.7) also quote Habermas (1975) who explains how a
“prolonged crisis of rationality triggers a “legitimacy crisis,” where followers withdraw support
and loyalty to key decision makers and replace it with questioning of the current social structure

and institutions”.

In summary, crisis management theory and literature give a good framework for examining the
organisation’s approach to a crisis. However, much crisis research has focused on short-term,
disconnected crisis events and patterns of recovery. It is therefore necessary to examine
innovation theory itself to give perspectives on strategic choices for continuity or growth that
companies face during and after a crisis. This is especially relevant with regard to the

competitive or broader business environment companies exist in.

2.7 Innovation theory

Innovation research and theories has evolved from seeing innovation as a linear explanation of
diffusion of inventions in the 1930s and 40s, to a far more complex system approach from the
1980s onwards. Key concepts that influenced the literature of innovation are the discussions
around supply-push versus demand-pull in the early literature to an increasing focus on how
external, macroeconomic forces can influence the individual company (Greenacre et al., 2012).
Schumpeter’s theory of creative destruction describes how ‘the old’ is constantly replaced by

‘the new’, and accounts for at least 50% of productivity growth (Schumpeter, 1942). Greenacre
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et al. (2012), states: “Innovation involves complex interactions between a firm and its
environment (...). On one level, there are interactions between a firm and its network of
customers and suppliers. The second level is wider, involving broader factors shaping the
behaviour of firms: the social and cultural context, the institutional and organisational
framework, infrastructures, the processes which create and distribute scientific knowledge,
etc.” (Greenacre et al., 2012, p.40).

Another important and often discussed criteria which influences the rate of innovation, is
market uncertainty and the risk of failure. When the potential of a particular innovation is
uncertain, the risk of failure increases (Greenacre et al., 2012). Uncertainty is particularly
relevant regarding innovation concerning emerging technologies, where uncertainty represents
a dilemma between possible opportunities and being unable to determine whether a technology
path will fail or succeed (Greenacre et al., 2012). Given that most firms do not have access to
full market insight they have limited or “bounded rationality” and this in turn creates a barrier
to innovation. The barrier to innovation is strengthened further by the concept of a “dominant
design” (Geels, 2002). A dominant design occurs when a technology, institution or way of
operating becomes established as “the norm” (Utterback, 1994). A dominant design is further
reinforced when increased returns of adoption are in play. Greenacre et al. (2012), describe the
work of Brian Arthur and Paul David in the 1980s and 90s (David, 1985; Arthur, 1994) who
discussed the idea that the innovation and take-up of a new technology depends on the path of
its development, the “path dependency approach”. As a technology becomes increasingly
adopted, the cost of adoption declines, as well as levels of uncertainty. Potential technological
inertia can follow, and new innovation tends to be incremental rather than radical. Geels (2002)
points out that this inertia can cause a “lock-out” of more radical or disruptive innovation which
creates “relatively rigid technological trajectories” (Greenacre et al, 2012, p.40). In this phase
“most competition focuses on improving components rather than altering the architecture and
thus like their predecessors, such firms become institutionally embedded” (Greenacre et al.,
2012, p.12). Interestingly Greenacre et al. (2012), points out that “path dependence explains
how the set of decisions faced by an entity (individual, firm, institution or whole system) for
any given circumstance is limited by the decisions made in the past, even though past

circumstances may no longer be relevant” (Greenacre, 2012, p.10).
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2.8 Innovation in a crisis

Further innovation research has looked into the transition phase between dominant technologies
and new technologies, with special focus on disruptive technology. The work of Geels (2002)
builds on the idea of creative destruction from Schumpeter (1942), and as this seems
particularly relevant to my hypothesis, | will examine it in more detail. Geels (2002) proposes
a multi-level framework with three symbolic levels of interaction between elements in a system:
“The different levels are not ontological descriptions of reality, but analytical and heuristic
concepts to understand the complex dynamics of socio-technical change” (Geels, 2002,
p.1259).

Landscape

Patchwork
of regimes

Miches
(novelty)

Figure 3. Multiple levels as a nested hierarchy (Geels, 2002, p.1261).

At the lowest level of the hierarchy exist “niches” of networks where participants work on
radical innovation. The work they do is not coordinated with each other, nor is it guaranteed of
success. In certain circumstances the innovations they work with can be transferred to the next

level and become part of the dominant design (Geels, 2002).

The dominant design is based on a “patchwork of regimes”. These regimes are more or less
aligned with each other and are coordinated in terms of using a consistent technology or
understanding of norms if the regime is institutional - “The stability of established
sociotechnical configurations results from the linkages between heterogencous elements”
(Geels, 2002, p.1259). In other words, there is a mutual understanding of how things work.
Technological innovation within the patchwork of regimes often moves in the same direction
and “technological regimes create stability because they guide the innovative activity towards

incremental improvements along trajectories” (Geels, 2002, p.1259).
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The regimes exist in a socio-technical landscape, “consisting of a set of deep structural trends”
that frame the external infrastructure in which users operate and interact. “The macro-level of
landscape consists of slow-changing external factors, providing gradients for the trajectories.
The micro-level of niches accounts for the generation and development of radical innovations”
(Geels, 2002, p.1261).

In response to criticism of his initial model (Geels, 2002), Geels and Schot (2007) presented a
more detailed model in order to give more insight into how his model could be used empirically.

The version of the model presented below gives insight into how radical innovation can occur.
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Figure 4. Technological substitution pathway (Geels & Schot, 2007, p.410).

Figure 4 shows how a specific shock in the social-technological landscape affects the current
regimes. The existing niche-level companies seize a window of opportunity and are able to
break the entry barriers to the existing dominant design with products that did not fit into the
previous dominant design. After a length of time a new dominant design is established and itself

IS open to new threats.

Itis also important to note that many global companies who realise the cyclical and destructive
nature of innovation have created sub-departments, or even separate companies, that challenge
their own core business model. This can be seen as a form of creating resilience within the
company, because if and when the core business model (or regime) is challenged they will be
better equipped to be part of the disruption. In this way companies that have chosen this strategy

can be said to operate at multiple levels within the nested hierarchy (figure 3). Google is a well-
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known exponent of this strategy, and their CEO Google Eric Schmidt has talked about
allocating resources between “the core”, “the adjacent” and “the innovative stuff” as a survival
strategy (Kyllidinen, 2018). This strategy gives resilience at all levels, from major changes in
the operational landscape, from small incremental breakthroughs within the existing socio-
technical regime, and from niche level companies who radically challenge the existing

dominant design.

Greenacre et al. (2012), describe many other theoretical models of how innovation occurs but
Geel’s model (Geels, 2002; Geels & Schot, 2007) seems to be the most appropriate to interpret
and judge the way innovation has happened during the pandemic. One important point, which
will be discussed in more detail later is the difference between suppliers of innovative
technology and adopters of the technology. Companies that have been operating at niche level,
who suddenly have opportunities to enter the dominant technological design have usually
already conducted innovative work pre-crisis. Other companies that buy or use the innovative
products have not per se conducted innovation but have adopted it and in that way have not
innovated themselves. If these opportunities are used to create new value for the company as
opposed to removing value from the company (Margherita & Heikkild, 2021), then an expanded
definition of innovation will include adding “new strategic value” to the company and will be

used here.

Finally, strategic choices around accelerating or breaking the use of resources are, naturally,
determined by the assessment of potential returns on investment. Both crisis and innovation
literature show how companies are heavily influenced by risk assessment during a crisis. Larger
companies with enormous budgets often have to justify how capital is invested to shareholders
and therefore can be held back by risk aversion. In smaller companies, the potential to act freely
can be restricted by limited funds (Magnusson, Koutsikouri, & Péivérinta, 2020), so in itself,
access to capital does not ensure innovative placement of investments. Decisions about when
and how to use company capital to expand or retrench are vital for company survival. These
decisions are part of everyday business strategy but are more difficult in a crisis when
uncertainty is higher than normal. Empirical research from the early stages of Covid-19
indicated that it was primarily healthcare companies that had invested in innovative strategies
(Am, Furstenthal, Jorge & Roth, 2020). However, as the crisis moved on to be a permanent

state of affairs, new opportunities arose for different companies.
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3. Methodology

In this section of the thesis, | will discuss my chosen research and research design. | will also

elaborate on how data was gathered and how reliability and validity was taken into account.
3.1 Research Method

The two most common approaches to conducting research are quantitative and qualitative
methods. By anticipating what type of data is most needed to respond to the research question,
the researcher is better able to choose the most appropriate method. For instance, if numeric
and systematic descriptions of trends and attitudes of a population is needed, quantitative
methods may be the best approach. However, if in-depth textual data is needed a qualitative
method may be best suited. A mixed method approach is also common, if both numeric and
textual data is needed (Williams, 2007, p.65).

As the purpose of this paper is to develop a greater understanding of how companies operated
during the Covid-crisis, as well as uncovering possible innovation during the pandemic, | found
a qualitative approach the most suitable. Qualitative method is a holistic approach that involves
discovery and is used to get deeper understanding and insight of a topic. In addition, it is used
to explore a subject there is limited information about (Willams, 2007). As the pandemic is still
fresh, there is limited research on the topic of crisis and innovation during Covid-19. Therefore,
| found interviews to be a good way to go in-depth of people's experiences, and thereby adding
to the body of Covid-19 knowledge.

3.2 Research Design

One of the earliest choices one has to make is the decision of what research design to use.
Research design is the overall approach to what, where and how the research problem is to be
answered and it is therefore important to have a clear plan from the start (Askheim and
Grenness, 2019).

According to Askheim and Grenness (2019) there are three main research designs to choose
from: explorative, descriptive and causal. In this qualitative research | found an explorative
approach to be most relevant, as this approach is commonly used to explore subjects where the

approach of analysis is less clear. Askheim and Grenness (2019) also mentions four sub-
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categories of exploratory design: Phenomenology, case study, grounded theory and

ethnography. For this study | will follow a phenomenological design.

A phenomenological research design is used to explore and describe people's experiences with
a phenomenon from a first-person point of view (Smith, 2018). This approach was found the
most appropriate, as | wish to explore experiences different companies had through the eyes of
the individual - even though many questions are directed at the company they work in as a
whole. This way | will be able to capture what worked and not from a personal and emotional
perspective and get a better understanding of their experiences during the pandemic. By using
this research design, it is important to set aside prior assumptions, and focus on the experiences

of the interviewees to best capture the data objectively (Delvetool, n.d).

3.3 Data collection

3.3.1 Primary and secondary data

Data can either be collected through primary or secondary sources. Rabianski (2003) defines
primary data as data gathered by the researcher first-hand, and secondary data as data gathered

through secondary sources such as published or unpublished articles based on primary sources.

In this thesis secondary data was collected mainly through articles found on Google Scholar
and The Kristiania University online Library. To find the most relevant articles | used keywords
such as: crisis management, business continuity, Covid-19, innovation and new value. | also
used a combination of these to find more specific results. When choosing what articles to
include, | started by looking at the title and then read the abstract. If this was found relevant, |
would move on to read both the introduction and conclusion, before reading through the body.
This allowed me to save time while reading through hundreds of articles. | also found relevant
articles through the references of others when found important. Since Covid-19 is a relatively
new area of research it was naturally easier to find more relevant articles when those keywords
were included. However, | made sure to look at articles written before this time to include more

classical theories on subjects such as crisis and innovation.

The following themes and secondary sources were found the most important in structuring

interviews and organising the data.
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« Business continuity versus business expansion and innovation during crisis
(Niemimaa et al., 2019, Margherita & Heikkilg, 2021)

« Strategic responses to crisis (Krammer, 2022; Wenzel et al., 2020)

« Chronological and financial perspectives with regard to a strategic evaluation of
uncertainty (Fleicher, 2013; Magnusson et al., 2020)

o Technological transition (Schumpeter, 1942; Geels, 2002; Geels & Schot, 2007)

o Psychological aspects of crisis (Pearson & Clair, 1998)

o Empirical research (Microsoft 2022; Am et al., 2020)

My primary data has been collected through eight interviews. Each interview was with one

person from eight different companies (more below).

3.3.2 Interviews

To gather my primary data, | conducted in-depth interviews. This approach encourages the
interviewees to share their own thoughts, feelings and opinions about the topic. In addition, the
interviews were conducted in a semi-structured approach, where the interview guide was
flexible in order to make the conversation flow naturally. Even though most questions were
asked to all of the interviewees, not all questions were equally relevant to all, and some
interviewees answered more than one question naturally through another question. I also made

sure to follow-up with questions where further elaboration seemed necessary.

All data collected from the interviews are anonymized. This includes all personal data, such as
the name of the interviewee, their role and the company they work for. This was emphasised to
the interviewees when asked to be interviewed and before the interview started. The reason for
anonymizing the data was based on two reasons. Firstly, | wanted the most honest answers |
could get, and since they are answering several questions on behalf of their company this was
an important factor. Secondly, it did not add any relevance to my thesis to include this data.

Therefore, only the industry and focus area of the company is used.

All of the interviews were done through digital communication tools between February and
March 2022, and each interview lasted an average time of 45 minutes. All of the interviews
were also voice-recorded with permission from the interviewees (as well as NSD in advance).
This allowed me to relisten and transcribe the interviews afterwards, which contributed to
reducing misinterpretation and misunderstandings of their answers. As seen in the findings

section | also included several quotations from the interviews in order to further retain validity
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of the answers. The quotes used were approved by the interviewees, and as several interviews
were conducted in Norwegian, some of the quotes needed to be translated. The translations

were also confirmed to make sure their opinions were not distorted.
3.3.3 The interviewees

When choosing what people to interview, | started by looking at my own network. | wanted a
diverse portfolio of companies in different industries, but it was equally important to find the
right people to interview within those companies. By using my network as a starting point, |
was able to share information easily to help pinpoint the correct people to talk to. The criterias
for the interviewees was that they have had to be working at the company they are interviewed
in throughout the whole pandemic, and they had to have an above average understanding of
their companies activities during the pandemic. Both criterias were naturally found through the
pre-interview face where | was guided to the most appropriate person. This communication was

done through e-mail.

In total eight interviews were conducted. Originally the number of interviews was planned to
be higher, but after eight interviews there was more than enough information to process and
present. In addition, two extra company cases were presented by one of the interviewees (as
they were clients), and they were found to be relevant to include. These extra cases have been
approved by the companies to be discussed. | therefore found that if I had carried on with more
interviews then the original intention of an in-depth study would be lost, as | would have less

room and time to properly investigate and present the data without diluting it.
3.4 Reliability and validity

It is important to take the concepts of reliability and validity into consideration as it helps

determine the quality and objectives of the research (Poblete & Grimsholm, 2010).
3.4.1 Reliability

Reliability is used to measure the consistency of the data and helps understand whether the
results can be trusted (Middleton, 2022). When there is high reliability, the answers from the
same respondent should theoretically be the same when asked repeatedly, or if asked by others

under similar circumstances.
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Bryman and Bell (2007) introduce the concepts of internal and external reliability, where
internal reliability looks at the consistency within the result, while external reliability looks at

how consistent the results can be replicated.

Internally there was high consistency across the answers of the interviewees, especially
regarding positive and negative effects regarding home office. Other additional questions
showed high consistency as well. Still, more company specific questions showed some diversity
as hoped for, to capture the broader experiences and strategies different industries had. External
reliability on the other hand, is something Bryman and Bell (2007) highlight as rather difficult
to achieve in qualitative studies, as it is harder to freeze the initial social and environmental
circumstances of the study (especially in ethnographic research). Subsequently, to achieve high
external reliability in this thesis, | have provided detailed descriptions of how | gathered my
data in this chapter, in addition to how the interviews were conducted (Grimsholm & Paoblete,
2010). The interview questions are also attached in the appendix. One unavoided factor here is

the freshness of the covid-pandemic which might affect how well it replicates in later years.
3.4.2 Validity

Validity tells something about the accuracy of the data (Middleton, 2022). Factors that
contribute to answers diverging from its true value reduces the validity of the result and it is
therefore important to have this in mind when conducting interviews. This can happen before,
during and after an interview, where factors such as too guiding questions during the interview
or wrong interpretation of the answers after the interviews can reduce the validity of the data
(Middleton, 2022). To retain validity, 1 made sure that all interviewees had a good
understanding of my hypothesis before the interviews, and made thurow notes during the

interviews, in addition to transcribing and categorising the data after the interviews.

Similar to above, Bryman and Bell (2007) discuss internal and external validity. Internal
validity looks at how well the results match the theoretical observations developed throughout
the research, while external validity tells something about how the results can be generalised

across social settings.

In terms of how well the data from the interviewees match observations made in the theoretical
section of this thesis, | would say there is very high validity. | was almost surprised how well

theory from decades ago could describe some of the experience’s interviewees had during the
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pandemic so accurately. The external validity of this thesis is somewhat harder to capture as the
intention of this thesis from the start, was not to make a general observation across social
settings, but to go in-depth of the experiences of a handful of companies. However, this thesis
could be a useful contribution for later external validity confirmation for future research that

aims to generalise similar findings.
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4. Findings

In this section I will present the findings from the interviews conducted. To help structure and
classify the data I have used Margherita and Heikkilds (2021, p.687) “framework of Covid-19
response actions” as an inspiration. In their research they present quantitative research from
over 700 international companies and their response to Covid-19. This was helpful as a basis

for both creating an interview guide and to classify the different answers in this chapter.

I will first give a brief presentation of the interviewees and the industry their company operates
in, then I will move on to present the findings under the following sections:

e Operations management

e Leadership and change management

o Customer experience

e Workforce and human capital

4.1 Presentation of the interviewees

Interviewees Industry Strategic response Interview

(Wenzel et al., 2020)  language

Interviewee A (/company A) | Airport meteorological observation systems | Retrenchment Norwegian

Interviewee B (/company B) | Social welfare and benefits to unemployed Perseverance Norwegian

Interviewee C (/company C) | Consultant service for e-commerce and Innovating English
digital tools

Client C-1 | Interior and homeware retailer

Client C-2 | Furniture retailer

Interviewee D (/company D) | Digital assessment solutions Innovating Norwegian
Interviewee E (/company E) | Cable and optical fibre industry Perseverance English
Interviewee F (/company F) | Computer software systems and applications | Innovating Norwegian
Interviewee G (/company G) | Food wholesaler to restaurants Retrenchment Norwegian
Interviewee H (/company H) | Industrial data digitalisation Innovating English

(Table 1. Presentation of the interviewees, industry, strategic response and interview language.)
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4.2 Operations Management

The most significant observation with regard to operation management were the changes in
demand that instantly affected some of the companies. Some had an increase in demand, some
had a decreased demand, while some were more stable in demand due to contractual obligation

that stabilised risk. In addition, supply chain issues are discussed.
4.2.1 Increase in demand

Margherita and Heikkil& (2021, p.687) state that in the first stages of the Covid-19 pandemic
most companies discussed and evaluated “shifts in customer demand and the impact on the
supply chain, which brought companies to identify and measure risks, and to envision a possible
future”. This is mirrored in the interviews where one of the main topics was regarding the
changes in demand for products and services. Several of the companies interviewed had a
significant increase in demand for their products, one had no change and the remaining two had

a reduction in demand.

Interviewee B: Increase in number of users applying for social help

Interviewee B mentions that they saw an increase in demand immediately and they had to scale

up systems that allowed them to communicate with users more effectively.

“We almost immediately had too much to do and we had to borrow caseworkers from other
public offices to help us. We also hired several consultants from the IT-industry to help us and
develop new services to be able to solve the tasks we were given. (...) It was urgent, because
people were suddenly sitting there without money and companies that were using foreign
employees suddenly had restricted access to them and we had to find alternative resources for
the authorities.

()

We already had a CV-database aimed at people looking for a job, but we had to reverse the
logic and try to get hold of people who had the necessary qualifications but were already
working part-time and hadn 't necessarily considered working more, such as nurses. So we
made a campaign to recruit students and retired nurses who maybe were willing to work
more than they had done - signing up for duty as it were! Just getting hold of them was a
challenge but some were willing to contribute as it was a very special situation. We couldn’t

just take people from one branch and move them to another because of the different
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competencies needed so in addition to having an overview of who was available we had to

know what they could do.” - Interviewee B, translated

For company B the massive increase in demand combined with an immature digital
competency meant the changes made within the first month contributed to an acceleration in

innovation in work processes and communication.

Interviewee C - client C-1) helped rapid launch of website

One of the companies that used Company’s C consulting services had been planning the launch
of an e-commerce site for several years but had not managed to prioritise the actual launch. As
physical shops started to close, the client decided within weeks of the shut-down that they had
to go live with the website as soon as possible, and this created a new demand for digital

processes and development from Company C.

“My CEO rang me at the end of March and told me that client C-1 wanted to go-live with
their site as soon as possible. His actual words were that they wanted it up within a week! |
didn’t know how we were going to make that happen as they had been trying to launch for at
least 2 years and kept encountering internal logistical problems that meant we couldn’t go
live. Usually, we use at least 6 months to launch a new site so this was really not normal. (...)
| tried to get a new team to see this as positive as at least we had work, whereas a lot of other

people were being furloughed.” - Interviewee C

A big problem for interviewee C was that as the launch had been delayed numerous times, they

did not have the a team readily available to carry out the work:

“We had to use developers who had not worked together on this project before. Everything
was done at ultra-high speed and lots of the quick fixes involved manual procedures for the
client just so we could launch. For example, posting of accounts was not done in the way the

client’s Finance department wanted, so this had to be done manually for at least one year

after launch. In fact, the e-commerce manager ended up with lots of manual routines that had

to be done each day as the integrations with other backend systems were not in place.’

- Interviewee C

Interviewee C saw the short-term and intense focus of finalising a project that had been in the

pipeline for a reasonably long time as both positive but also stressful. The crisis accelerated
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the development but at a price to themself.

Company C - client C-2) demands that appeared over time
After the first weeks of lockdown were over, new demands appeared from client C-2. The first

spring/summer (2020), when stay-at-home holidays were necessary because foreign travel

restrictions, the market for garden furniture exploded and was sold-out everywhere:

“It was complete madness, all their [C-2] garden furniture was sold-out by May [2020] and
the second-hand market on Finn.no [a Norwegian online marketplace] exploded. The client
told us they saw second-hand products selling at a higher price than the new ones because

that was the only way to get hold of them. " - Interviewee C

This change in demand was an unexpected benefit and gave the client a welcome increase in
turnover that enabled them to lift the value of the e-commerce site internally. In addition, it
means they had to make their product available through different channels as physical stores

were closed:

“Suddenly the focus of the client's boss moved from the stores, where 95% of the turnover had
been, to the online store. All eyes in the management team were suddenly on him [the
ecommerce manager], as the demands about what we should deliver in terms of new features

grew every day.” - Interviewee C

In other words, there was an accelerated focus on e-commerce because it was obvious that as a
channel it met the new demand criteria better than physical stores. The department received

increased budgets and gained more power internally.

Interviewee D - Major increase in demand for digital assessment tools
As schools and universities across the country had to find alternatives to physical exams, due
to restrictions and social distancing, Company D suddenly found their portfolio highly relevant.

Almost overnight many customers who had been uncertain about choosing their products

decided to go ahead and implement their solutions.

“Of the services we provided in the market, basically our entire portfolio became more
relevant, and that change happened overnight. It was also the case that universities and

colleges etc. did not quite know what to do when this happened, so one thing is that several
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people used this opportunity to start digitally partially, but very many used the opportunity to
check out what it was and what opportunities the digital tools provided.” - Interviewee D,
translated

In addition to focusing on improvement of existing solutions, this increase in demand sparked
an opportunity to develop a new remote proctoring solution that would allow teachers and
examiners to better assess cheat prevention through cameras and monitoring. This product had
already been on the roadmap but was given higher priority. Even though the interviewee said
that video monitoring was hard to implement in Norway, it was a major success in other

countries and quickly became one of their flagship products.

“An area that we were quick to develop, it is something called remote proctoring [video
monitoring of exams]. And it is an area that consists of several things, but it is about different
tools to be able to operate remotely, that is - run exams remotely that prevents cheating. In
Norway, there was a lot of opposition to using this type of technology, but in several places in
the world, it was a good addition to our portfolio. [...] And it has become one of our flagship

products.” - Interviewee D, translated

As demand increased, they saw the opportunity to expand further, and had already a big focus
on new country expansion which they decided to go ahead with. However, this imposed some
challenges as travel restrictions and the different country regulations made it take longer than

expected.

So, for company D the increase in demand for existing products accelerated the growth of the

business and enabled the possibility of developing new products to a wider market.

Interviewee F - major increase in demand for existing software products

Company F experienced a major increase in demand for their digital communication products.
As soon as the news about the pandemic became known, they made a decision to increase server
capacity by six times and then in March 2020 they increased it again by another ten times. The
interviewee remembers that the first weekend of lockdown was incredibly stressful as they
prepared to meet the increased demand from customers. The use of one of their products
increased 600% in the first weekend with only minor problems, so the foresight from the

datacenter had paid off.
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“In the first 2 months of the pandemic we saw that we had achieved more in terms of digital
evolution that normally would have taken 5 years to implement. It is hard to put an exact
figure on how long it would have taken under normal circumstances to get people up as

digital as they are today, but we have accelerated with multiple years. We've been on a
learning curve on steroids, and we've really opened our eyes to what this means.”

- Interviewee F, translated

Even though the workload increased, interviewee F discussed how they did not employ more

people to deal with this increase in demand:

“We had so much to do - and | think that applies to quite a few in the IT-industry really. But |
do not think we employed that many more, because we don’t get new headcounts so easily in
this company. There is a longer process for it. So it was more that we were more efficient and

worked more efficiently, in an attempt to support the growing demand that was out there.” -

Interviewee F, translated

The amount of new work meant that the company could have easily employed more people.
However, judging the permanency of an opportunity is an important criteria when deciding to
employ new people. Given the uncertainty of the situation, and the length of time it takes to

recruit new employees, existing employees were called on to work harder to meet the demand.

Interviewee H - also experienced that it was easier to sell their products

Company H was in a similar situation to company D and F because the products they called
their “bread and butter suddenly became a way of life” (Interviewee H). The innovation was
speeded up on the client side with existing products from their company. Interviewee H

mentioned an especially large interest in their robots and digital ‘twin technology’.

“During those first couple of months we were able to talk to our customers about our robotics
division, as the robots can perform some of the feats that humans can't. For example, we can
send a robotic dog offshore to oil rigs to check on things. And in Covid times, if a person can't
go, the robot can read the gauges. And so our robotic solutions became a lot more popular
and interesting due to the fact it's focused on everything being done remotely and digitally.
(...)

It's been on the radar of customers for some time [twin technology], but they didn't know how
important it was going to become. Now it's a part of every conversation, whereas before it

was like, ‘that would be nice to have’, or ‘that will probably happen in the future’. Now
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there’s not even a discussion that it has to be included in what they do. It accelerated the
importance of it, because the pandemic made them realise they can't operate without it.
Before they might have thought it was a good idea and have seen and known about it. It’s not

a new concept, but suddenly everybody needed a digital twin.” - Interviewee H

4.2.2 Loss of demand

Itis interesting to look at the two companies whose market suddenly disappeared and who faced
a loss in demand. When the strategic response to a crisis was retrenchment what was the

rationale behind this and did they see alternatives looking back?

Interviewee A - industry shut down

Interviewee A discussed how their main market was airports that had been mostly shut down,
and who themselves were facing cost-cutting strategies. Consequently, there were no new
airport customers interested in discussing future contracts. The company therefore had one goal

in mind - to survive the crisis:

“We actually had a large budget and plans for expansion in 2020. The possibilities we had
disappeared overnight and the company became entirely focused on survival. (...) and by
surviving it really means just getting through this crisis which ultimately ended up lasting for

2 years.” - Interviewee A, translated

To achieve this, they had three distinct focus areas during the pandemic; 1) to take care of
existing customer relations, 2) take care of the equity, through furloughs and cost cutting, 3) try

to take care of, and maintain the organisation. After that,

“(...)we then stopped completely with trying to expand the market, that is, finding new
customers, because they were simply not there. And it was out of necessity. Our customers
were the airports and there were no planes. You have probably seen pictures from the busiest
airports, and it is completely still. And then there was no willingness to invest. And then there
were many of our contact points that were furloughed, so there was no one to call either. So
therefore the focus was simply and only on surviving, and setting everything that was about
sales and marketing to a minimum level. So there was no room for expansion, we did not have
the muscles and in 2020 there was no one to call. They had closed the doors and gone home.”

- Interviewee A, translated
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In theory Company A could have used the period of quietness in the market to plan new
strategies, and perhaps use his workforce to create new products. In reality the uncertainty the
company was facing made such an investment too speculative. Even if Company A had
alternative products to spread risk they would have had to produce products that were relevant
to a completely different market, such as the private domestic market. The fact that they had to

furlough many of their key staff meant this was not an option that was explored.

Interviewee G - lost potential?

Company G’s main market was selling specialised food and wine directly to restaurants and
niche stores and this disappeared overnight for them. In theory one could have said that there
was an increase of demand for one of their key products - wine to be drunk at home. However,
the only company allowed to sell wine directly to consumers in Norway is the Vinmonopolet
[wine monopoly] who themselves had an increase of sales of 40% during 2020 (Vinmonopolet,
2022). However, the law in Norway does not permit sale of wine to private persons and
Company G were only able to sell some wine to private persons in Christmas hampers
purchased by companies. The Company G could have achieved more sales directly to
consumers, but as their customers had only been restaurants, they had no platforms to reach the
end users. This is an example of a company that was in a somewhat neutral position. The actual
branch that they worked with was hit negatively, but they did not have the resources or capacity

to break through into a new business area by reaching a whole new customer base.
4.2.3 Contractual obligations reduced demand-based focus

Some companies were not affected directly from changes in demand and sales loss because of
contractual agreements that were honored by their customers. There was some reorganisation

involved but generally the companies experienced little changes in the demand.

Interviewee E- long term contracts

Interviewee E represents one of the companies that did not experience a big change in the
demand for their products. That is not to say that there was not a change in workload, but as the
work they carry out is based on long term contracts then the demand for their products during
Covid remained stable, although the company had to reorganise in order to prioritise the most

important customers.

“We have long-term contracts with our customers so we talked to them about what would be

the delivery of the projects. There were lots of legal meetings to see if we were going to
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activate the force majeure or not. Some customers issued force majeure themselves so we
worked a lot with the contracts and legal clauses. Also, we looked at the contracts according

to which ones we would prioritise regarding projects and production.” - Interviewee E

Interviewee A - Contracts enabled survival

Another company that used long-term contracts as a basis for financial survival was Company

A.

“When we enter into contracts for large delivery systems such as what we do, the contracts
are divided into three payment phases. When you sign the contract it typically triggers 40% of
the contract amount, phase two is when you have built the system, but still not shipped it to
the customer, then you do a so-called FAT - factory acceptance test, and in the process there
it triggers capital injection, we can invoice, so an important element in this, is that when we
signed a contract - we had already done that before the crisis began - it triggered a 40%
payment. And then you get a cash injection that you can eat off to get through.”

- Interviewee A, translated

The contracts gave them partial stability and was an important survival factor for Company A.
This meant a strategic strategy of retrenchment was possible, through higher focus on delivering

already existing contractual obligations when the market was not there.
4.2.4 Supply chain - logistic flows

Another area highlighted by Margherita and Heikkild (2021) is Logistic flows and

manufacturing processes.

Interviewee E: moved production to Norway to secure contractual obligations

One of the companies that had a clear plan for handling crises was Company E. As soon as the
pandemic became a threat, they made the decision to move their production to Norway and shut
down production in other countries, such as Africa, in order to secure materials to Norway. The

interviewee noted, with slightly tongue-in-cheek,
“We had a very nice year in terms of sales and cash flow. Better than the year before and we

received no grants, except for a social security grant that the government gave in April
[2020], I think.” - Interviewee E
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However, for this company the actions taken at the beginning of the crisis were very much in

the business continuity area, rather than innovation.

Client C-2: Lack of products in their webshop

The supply chain issues around import of furniture quickly became an issue for one of the
clients of interviewee C. Many of their products were ordered as made-to-measure products
and imported from abroad so there quickly became a shortage of beds, sofas and garden
furniture. Company C was employed to develop features on the website about stock availability
in their stores and developed a click and collect solution in the early autumn of 2020. This
became very popular and by the end of 2021 accounted for almost 50% of online sales. The
issue of Covid was exacerbated in 2021 because of the cargo shipped that blocked the Suez
Canal in March. This created a double-crisis as the availability of garden furniture once again

became a problem that summer.

Interviewee F - hardware chip shortage

Company F is a major player in the PC market, but even they suffered from limited access to
components. This was an issue before Covid but was made worse when the demand for PCs

rocketed. As the interviewee stated size of the company helped them ensure access to parts:

”Yes, our hardware business struggled. We sell PCs and there, in line with all the other
suppliers of chips from the automotive industry, whatever it may be, we struggle to get
components. We had challenges like many others. But we had a good system and had secured
many devices, so it could certainly have been much worse than it was, but we were also
affected by the lack of equipment that came. And what has happened in our datacenter to
update servers etc. | do not know, but they have probably had their challenges to get enough

hardware, but they have obviously solved it in a good way.” - Interviewee F, translated

Interviewee H - showing empathy and opening doors

Even though company H did not experience any significant supply chain issues themselves,
many of their customers did. Company H had clear plans for business continuity but due to the
nature of the virus the plans to support and show empathy were as much door openers for new

business:

“...we contacted them to let them know that we understood and led with empathy, that we

understood things were changing on their end, whether it was oil and gas. | mean, think about
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what was happening there. Planes weren't flying, manufacturing goods, you know, were not
being delivered. Power and utilities were threatened and people were worried about their

electricity grid working from home. So very real problems were happening to our customers

and we were there to say we're not going anywhere. We've got you. And here are some loose

solutions if you haven't thought about them. " - Interviewee H

In the area of Operations Management, the massive changes in demand heavily influenced
many company’s experience of the pandemic. The supply chain issues experienced were also

significant for the companies involved but this created both limitations and opportunities.

4.3 Leadership and change management

With regard to the hypothesis of how a crisis can contribute to innovation there was an
expectation from my side that the interviews would highlight the differences between different
management approaches to innovation and crisis. This was especially with regard to the issue
of timing. It was expected that the perspective of uncertainty and risk would be relevant, and

that it would be interesting to see how management techniques differed.
4.3.1 Strategic responses

In fact, the top-level strategic responses from the different companies seemed to bear a tight
correlation to the position the company found themselves with regard to demand for their

products.

Interviewee A - management lead retrenchment

Company A was drastically affected by the Covid lockdowns because their primary market was
meteorological tools for airports and travel was severely restricted across the whole of Europe.
The contracts ensured some initial income up front, but they were not able to complete work
and therefore the strategic response was one of survival or retrenchment. The main shareholder

insisted on cost-cutting and not growth and this affected the choice of strategy:

“We had guarantees from the owner, that as long as we had control over the costs and scaled
down the company the main shareholder would guarantee the equity. That is, if we had run
out, the main shareholder would have gone in with minimum capital.” - Interviewee A,

translated
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Interviewee B - agile response from the employees

The initial strategic response from Company B was immediate, because the increase in the
number of users was so drastic that they were forced to find solutions to cope with the demand
for help.

“When the pandemic occurred, there were very many who became unemployed at the same
time (in Norway). We had never "planned" for it, but overnight, well over a three-week
period, 400,000 CVs were submitted to our database. And it was everything from people who
were furloughed and people who were laid-off from their jobs. And it was pure luck that our
systems did not break down. There was no plan in place to account for the fact that something

like this was going to happen.” - Interviewee B, translated

Because of the immediacy of the problem the development team initiated a quick response to
cope with the changes themselves. The interviewee explained that their team had been working
with agile project methods for some time on another project, so this made it easier to create a
solution. The management became involved with different initiatives, but at a later date. During

the acute crisis of the first days, it was the team that came with solutions.

Interviewee C - non-coordinated expansion

Company C quickly received more work from clients wanting to implement changes that had
been on the roadmap, but not prioritised.

“We have maybe 15-20 clients and each project team had to fend for themselves. There was a
lack of common coordination, and no-one [from management] said ‘now you have to think
like this or that’ with regard to risk. Our boss just got more and more assignments and we

just had to accept more and more and more. Many big assignments came in, and the
companies wanted us to urgently implement things that had been in the planning stage for
quite some time. And it was very overwhelming, and some people ended up on sick leave

because it was too much.” - Interviewee C
The teams themselves were left to deal with the increase in demand and despite the need for

more resources the company did not employ more people during the early part of the crisis for
reasons not known to the interviewee.
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Interviewee D - management-led growth

The management of Company D were very aware that a crisis of this nature could drastically

increase their customer base and started following developments very early on.

“We started to follow the pandemic in December, mid-January [2019/2020] as we could see
what was about to happen. We had intel that said that this was, as many call it, a Black swan,
so we started monitoring developments. There were several in the management team who
were prepared for this to happen, but we did not know the full extent of it.” - Interviewee D,

translated

Because the company was working remotely already, this aspect of the change did not affect
the ability of the management team to respond and seek new investors to finance the potential

growth they immediately saw.

Interviewee E - business continuity

The strategic response from the management in Company E was very much along the lines of
business continuity. The company supplies products and services to a variety of sources and
therefore had a healthy spread of investments. Their markets were not adversely affected and

in addition had fixed contracts to create a stable source of income.

“Our group CEO had done some research and he was talking about W-waves from the flu
epidemic very early on and therefore we were all ready for a 24-36 month crisis, and it was
crisis-mode from day 1. The first decision was that only Norway would not stop any industrial
production because of possible limited access to raw materials. The management was under
crisis mode, but we already had procedures in place. So we activated the procedures and
there were a lot of meetings. Our CEO and management, not just Norway but from the whole
group participated, and everybody had to comply. It was decided that we in Norway had to

accelerate. Which the rest of the company did not have to.’

- Interviewee E

In other words, Norway which was the most profitable country, received prioritisation with

regard to the resources that were available.

When discussing whether the management team saw potential for more innovation, the

contract-based nature of the business was mentioned again. In addition, they have global R&D
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departments with over 900 employees, and this was seen as a stable, long-term source of

innovation and there was not any focus on either cuts or new roadmaps under Covid.

In summary, there were a variety of managerial or strategic responses to the Covid-19 crisis.
The four strategic choices described in the literature review (Wenzel et al., 2020), seem to be
useful to describe these responses. From the interviews undertaken there does not seem to be
evidence for management-led innovation for products that were not in demand. When demand
appeared, management encouraged the opportunities but how well the expansion was managed

varied.
4.4 Customer Experience

Margherita and Heikkild (2021) found another major area where activities took place was
around interaction with customers. In the interviews digital communication with customers was

a recurring theme and relevant to my examination of increased value to stakeholders.
4.4.1 Communication with customers

One of the changes that nearly all interviewees reported as giving increased value was the
transformation of customer-client communication. Several companies reported that pre-covid
much of the communication with clients had been face-to-face and although this had been often

necessary and positive, it was time-consuming, ineffective and in some cases costly.

Interviewee C - increased use of video meetings

In pre-covid times Interviewee C felt it was sometimes awkward to suggest that video-

conferencing sufficed as a form of contact:

“We often didn't want to suggest this to customers ourselves as some of them weren’t
equipped for this and at the same time we didn't want to imply that we didn’t want to meet
them at their offices. Sometimes clients chose us because we had a local presence in Norway

and by meeting with video conferencing, we would have maybe lost that advantage.” -

Interviewee C

They had been using video meetings extensively for internal communication as they had offices
in other countries so it was positive for them that they could carry over this form of

communication to their clients.
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Interviewee D - in expansion phase and would have liked to meet new customers

As company D was under expansion during Covid they were somewhat reliant on meeting
new customers to create more sales opportunities. Both interviewee D and interviewee A

talked about the positive and negative sides regarding customer communication.

“The challenges are that, for new customers, you never get to meet the customer face-to-face.
It often works to meet once, and then you can be digital afterwards, but we did not have that
opportunity. But I think that we have actually got a much more efficient communication with

the customer now.” - Interviewee D, translated

However, the change in communication methods was not without pain. As interviewee A put
it:

“The downside is that it is very difficult to run good sales processes when you can never
travel to a customer. And we have also seen that a negative effect of it, you must have the
opportunity to visit a customer because it has something to do with relationships and
communication. You can do a lot on Teams and e-mails and similar tools, but then you also

have to get in the car or the plane and go to a customer.” - Interviewee A, translated
4.4.2 Use of digital tools for communication

Interviewee C gave an example of how there was conflict between “rival” tools for digital
interaction between companies. If clients were using Microsoft Teams it was almost a mental
barrier to get them to use Google alternatives and therefore, they had to install and follow-up a
number of new Apps and packages on their PCs. This was not a big problem but there were
multiple communication channels to engage with and increased stress levels for project

managers.

Digital tools for holding workshops with clients also became necessary, as there were no
physical meetings and “the infamous Post-it notes and a whiteboard” (Interviewee C) were no
longer possible to use. For Company C, this has paid dividends post-covid so that online
workshops have now become a valuable tool in their consultant toolbox. Process innovation
was more prevalent than product innovation here, although online workshops in itself could be

classified as a product for them.
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Interviewee G - lacking basic digital communication tools

“We sent some mail, explained the situation but we did not have a database of [end customer]
mail addresses we could use. It is a bit like the stone-age the way we run it - which is actually
quite comical. So all orders are still on paper and we use mail and the phone, we have very
little automated. So if we had had the online stores or if we had social media up and running,
we could have communicated more, but it wasn’t possible. We have a lot of phone calls

)

talking to our customers every day, so there is a very close, personal dialogue.” - Interviewee

G, translated

However, after the interviewee had been furloughed the interviewee received a subsidised
educational course in running social media, paid for by the government. This was of great
value to the company and to the interviewee, and an Instagram account has been up and

running since the end of 2020.

To summarise, within the area of customer experience the new processes involved with the
digitalisation of customers communication was initially a cause of stress but has opened up new

possibilities for nearly all the companies interviewed.
4.5 Workforce and human capital

The area of how the workforce and human capital was affected by the crisis was discussed in
all the interviews. Many of the interviewees reported an increased stress level for both the

management and the employees, that was a subject of concern for their management.

Below are the findings of how companies were affected by their employees working from home
(all the companies interviewed had this policy), and how this triggered related issues such as
cyber-security and challenges regarding company culture. In addition, the findings show that
many of the companies had business continuity problems regarding recruitment and onboarding

of new employees.
4.5.1 Working from home

The initial situation surrounding the lockdown and working from home was elevated to a crisis,
not by the number of people who were ill, but by the drastic measures enforced by governments
across Europe. A few countries, such as Sweden, had a far softer transition phase, but in Norway

everyone working in offices was recommended to work from home.
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Most of the interviewees had worked occasionally from home, but the situation where the whole
workforce was working from home at the same time was new for everyone. The companies
who had an international presence such as companies A, C, D, E, F, and H were more prepared
for remote working than those who did not. In retrospect the interviewees (speaking as
individuals) all viewed the flexibility and advantages of working from home as a valuable

outcome of the crisis.
4.5.2 Cybersecurity

One of the initial concerns during the first weeks at home was cybersecurity. This was
mentioned as a contributing factor to the fact that many companies did not actively encourage
working from home before, even though it had been fully possible for years. All the respondents
mentioned security to some degree, but only interviewee F discussed security as a focus area
during the pandemic because they develop and sell security solutions as part of their portfolio.
They have had more focus on this post-pandemic and have had a much easier time selling this

message to new customers.

“We spend huge sums on further developing our products in security and we make huge
investments in these areas which means that we differentiate ourselves from many of our
competitors and get ever better and better security solutions. But for those of our customers
who had not used these solutions, because there were many of them, they needed help.” -

Interviewee F, translated

Cybersecurity products had been part of the company’s portfolio prior to the pandemic and the
interviewee stated that the company has invested in this area more than competitors. When
security became an issue for home-office work their company was prepared to sell products to
meet the demand that working from home generated. However, many of their customers were
not so well prepared and the initial period of implementation involved a number of quick fixes
to help customers up and running with their home offices. Companies that had previously
operated with employees behind firewalls were the ones that experienced the most difficulties

according to the interviewee.

“Very many actions were made in a hurry and not necessarily as carefully planned and
thought through and tested as they should have been, which in turn meant that there were
security lapses at the customer that may not have been discovered, which in turn made the

’

company vulnerable.” - Interviewee F, translated
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Generally, the other respondents felt secure with their company’s level of security two years
after the start of the crisis, despite the increase in cyberattacks in the first six-months. Statistics
have shown that users constitute the biggest risk to a company’s security systems. For example,
one statistic claims that “Human error was a contributing cause in 95% of all breaches.” (IBM,
2014, p.3) and with that in mind several companies had extra training courses for their home-

office users, for example Company D:

“We have spent a lot of time on securing internal solutions and everyone has been through
security certification internally to be aware of all the things one has to think about regarding
PCs, networks and firewalls and what not. We have taken into account that we have a remote

situation to a much greater extent.” - Interviewee D, translated

Several companies (Company A, D, F, H) concluded that because of Covid, awareness of
cybersecurity risks within the company had increased and it was possible to get more attention
from users and management with regard to cyber-security issues. This can be defined as

increased value for these companies.
4.5.3 Employee productivity

The initial worry for many managers was that there would be a drop in productivity when the
employees started working from home. This may have been the case for some employees during
the first weeks, but several of the interviewees reported the opposite effect. During the early
stages of the pandemic, when it was seen as a short-term crisis, working long hours became
normal for a number of companies. When this was combined with an increase in demand this

was especially prevalent.

“In the beginning we had no weekends and nothing. For the management it was hell.

We worked 7 days a week, probably 12-14 hours each day. It was difficult.” - Interviewee E

However, as time passed it was clear that the pressure and for example the number of meetings
continued to increase as people became more comfortable with video-conferencing. In other
words, the hybrid method of working increased the opportunity for productivity and possibly
innovation, but was not necessarily the best work-life balance for those engaged in this form of

work.
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“The number of meetings was often extreme. Everyone called each other into video meetings

all day long as we had no other way of contacting each other. It was extremely exhausting,

and we were not used to it - we were used to some remote work, but not to that degree. (...)
People went without food because we were not used to planning that much. We wanted to take
the opportunities that arose, and it was perfect for the company, but it soon became too much

of a good thing.” - Interviewee C, translated

Company F also experienced the stress of working from home:

“When you sit in back-to-back meetings and work around the clock for a long time, especially
the challenge of separating work and leisure becomes more blurred when you are at home.
When your job is that the PC and mobile are on, then it is very easy to be online, so it
becomes more difficult to distinguish between work and leisure that made many people feel

digitally exhausted.” - Interviewee F, translated

In cases where demand in the market had completely been eliminated, the opposite scenario
was the case. At Company G, the employees became furloughed quite quickly, and however

many opportunities could/should have been explored, productivity was completely cut:

“It wasn’t so bad for me, it was like a holiday, except with a pay-cut.” - Interviewee G,

translated

Company A also furloughed a number of employees:

“People became insecure really quickly and started looking around for other jobs, and the
consequence of that was that the company lost a number of core employees. They panicked
because of the furloughing - they didn 't like losing the office culture or contact with their
colleagues. The panicky approach to covid from the authorities also made more employees
insecure and started looking around and working in several larger companies and other
branches. It was a big problem for the company that we lost core employees. In retrospect
one might consider using less furloughing to ensure that people did not quit.”

- Interviewee A, translated

Both companies C and F were supportive of hybrid working before and after Covid. However,

interviewee F saw however that:
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“[working from home] has its advantages from an efficiency perspective, but from an
innovation and creativity perspective it is more difficult. Because those things typically
happen when you talk to people you do not usually talk to; in the kitchen, in the canteen, in
the hallway when you are at work. You get inspiration and creativity because you get
information and perspectives from people you do not usually talk to. That was more difficult

to get from a home office.” - Interviewee F, translated

Interviewee F discussed the management now had more focus on how they can encourage the

best of both environments.
4.5.4 Company culture in a hybrid workplace

Company culture appeared as another challenging area for several companies and after two

years of lock-down one which needed addressing and improving.

During the initial phase of the crisis Company H saw the need to create a common connecting

culture for the individuals that were working from home:

“...we implemented a Global Radio program that connected all of the countries around the
world during the pandemic. It was for people that work at the company and was not music,
but it was “what's happening at your Home Office? What client did you talk to today? ~ And
we interviewed the CEO for example. We had things called ‘show us your home’. And S0,
everybody felt the humanity and the being connected because we were all isolated at home, so
that this radio show happened daily during our workday, so that everybody knew that we
were all still a part of one big team. It was informational but also very human and lovely.”

- Interviewee H

Not all companies managed to create the culture necessary to carry them through the crisis in
a positive way. Company C relaunched an internal aim of being one of the best places to work
in Norway, after an internal survey in 2021 revealed that they were in danger of losing key
employees due to lack of focus on key issues and weak company culture. They had tried to
create different connection points during the lockdown but admitted that these were not
always successful. The new processes will contribute to making the company more resilient

during new crises.

As the interviewee from Company F states:
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“We are in totally unchartered water as nobody has really done this before. We need to shape

this journey together and really make this work.” - Interviewee F, translated
4.5.5 Recruitment issues in a hybrid workplace

During Covid-19 Company D experienced a major increase in demand and needed more
employees. The processes around this changed, but they could not point to any specific
innovations made to improve the process of recruitment. They already had very well

documented onboarding processes, but these were based on a physical presence.

“We have run quite heavy recruitment during this period, and in periods we do not have the
opportunity to meet people face-to-face, but we have still hired people. So the process of
verifying reference points and getting a feel for the person sitting on the other side, that's one
thing that's been challenging. And not least on-boarding of new people has been super

challenging - getting them up and standing and ready to work.” - Interviewee D, translated

Company E also experienced difficulty with recruiting online, not least in evaluating the quality

of candidates:

“We had a lot of people who left, and we had to hire, it is not so easy to hire people through
the pandemic, with people working from home, so that part I think is difficult. It remains

difficult, because we did not necessarily hire the right people.” - Interviewee E

Focus during recruitment has also changed. Now that hybrid work has become the new normal,
interviewees reported that new employees are expecting flexibility in the workplace. This will
be an important factor in hiring processes and without this it will also be hard to keep people in
key positions. This is especially important in industries with high demand in skills such as
technology and development where there is a general shortage of labour. Interviewee E

mentioned that they have seen a definite change in how candidates evaluate working for them:

“I think also for the younger generation it is one of the first questions they will ask me: how
many days home office can we have? That is something very important, which is something
that has changed very recently- you need to have at least two days of home office, before you

even consider going for an interview at all.” - Interviewee E
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In the area of work location there has been a complete change in the way many of the
interviewees see “going to the office”. The changes that point to an increase in flexibility give

added value to many individuals that were not present before.
4.5.6 Improved internal communication

One clear result of the enforced lockdown was that full digital communication was finally a

possibility, despite it hovering on the sidelines for many years.

Interviewee B - new ways of working

One of the companies that experienced the most significant changes in communication was

Company B.

“Working from home was not normalised, but we had made technical arrangements for it.
Everyone had a laptop, and in the office, you could have meetings with other people
elsewhere for example. But it was not very normal with a home office, and then suddenly

overnight everyone was working from home." - Interviewee B, translated

Pre-covid the interviewee admitted that they did not actively use resources from their regional
offices, but now due to improved communication they now can work with them, both in the
normal working day and during future crisis situations. The interviewee attributes this to their
digital tools making them more flexible. There is however an understanding that it is the Head

Office asking the districts for help, and not vice versa.

“We have locations in many places. The fact that we can all now work digitally with Office
365 has made us more flexible to use resources that live elsewhere in the country and put
more people in tasks when there is a crisis than we could have done if everyone had to work
where they lived. And the way we have collaborated has changed a lot and we now have
something called the contact centre and it is they who receive calls from those who call in

from different places.” - Interviewee B, translated

Interviewee F - internal communication has become more democratic

The sentiments expressed by interviewee B are backed up by respondent F, who explicitly
mentioned that communication has become more democratic. Company F is a global company

and employees were actively using internal digital communication. They have now had an
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increasing focus on rules and etiquette during digital meetings and the interviewee sees it as a

positive contribution to all video-based meetings that the company holds.

“It is not always as easy 10 solve things over Teams when you do not know who people are.
But as I said, it worked very well with meetings and in a way, we learned how digital
meetings could be a democratic force. Previously it was the case that 6 participants sat in a
meeting room and there were maybe 1 or 2 ‘outcast’ employees who sat through some link
and they were like second degree citizens, they were not really part of the meeting. They
might not always be heard, and they may not have heard everything that was said. But during
the pandemic, everyone was treated equally. When everyone sat at home on their PC,
everyone had the same video and everyone was seen, heard and could comment just as much.
All were equal participants in that meeting. So in that way we learned how to make digital

meetings work.” - Interviewee F, translated

The interviewee also discussed how they are working to maintain this democracy after Covid

as it has had a positive effect on company culture.
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5. Discussion

In this section I will discuss the findings with focus on testing my hypothesis and research
questions:

Hypothesis: The covid-19 crisis accelerated innovation in companies.

RQ1: How did Covid 19 generate opportunities to innovate?

RQ2: What type of innovation took place?

In order to answer the hypothesis of whether the Covid-19 crisis accelerated innovation, I will
first discuss how it generated opportunities for the eight companies discussed in the

interviews and look at the two research questions.

5.1 RQ1: How did Covid-19 generate opportunities to innovate?

In order to answer how Covid-19 generated opportunities to innovate | have drawn extensively
on Geels’ theory of transitional pathways of innovation (Geels, 2002; Geels & Schot, 2007).
This framework appears to be extremely relevant for interpretation of what happened, and |
have therefore chosen to divide the responses into three main categories, the first two of which

fit clearly into this theoretical model.

1. Companies were given “a window of opportunity” (eg “niche-level” who became part
of the dominant regime)

2. Companies that were forced directly or indirectly to adapt products and process to new
methods of working (companies who were part of the dominant regime who
transitioned to using new technology)

3. Companies that changed their ways of working but did not have room to innovate

5.1.1 Companies who were given a “window of opportunity” (1)

In terms of a theoretical framework the experience of the companies who had products that
became more relevant can be compared to the niche-level companies who experience a

“window of opportunity” in the market that enables them to sell their products to the dominant

market (Geels, 2002).
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This group of companies includes C (consultancy in ecommerce), D (digital assessment
solutions), F (computer software systems and applications) and H (Industrial data digitalisation)
and their experiences are extensively described under the Findings. They were all operating and

selling products within the field of digitalisation.

A window of opportunity truly opened up for these companies when the lockdown occurred,
and they all immediately experienced an explosion of opportunities that was almost impossible
to manage. The relevance of their products changed drastically overnight and instead of having
to hard-sell to customers the situation reversed, and the customers were asking for their

products.

“Whereas before it was like, ‘that would be nice to have’, or ‘that will probably happen in the
future’, now there’s not even a discussion that it has to be included in what they do.”

- Interviewee H

The companies selling these products had already invested in innovation through many years
and whilst there had been a market for their products they were having to fight for attention. In
the terms of early innovation theory, the demand changed from push to pull overnight
(Greenacre et al., 2012). When interviewing these companies, the same narrative of, “it's finally
happened” appeared, and the feeling that interviewee’s companies were riding a wave of

opportunity was very strong.

Company D was thoroughly aware of the situation and the management board knew that “this
was their time”. The additional sales contracts that were signed gave them the opportunity to
tweak and make additions to their product portfolio. These were improvements that had been
on the product development roadmap but had not been prioritised due to financial restraints.
Once a major new investor came on board the improvements became possible, however

overall the focus was on “’sell what you have”.

At the date of interviewing (spring 2022) the demand for the products from these companies

had increased even more and none of the interviewees felt that this would be reversed.
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5.1.2 Companies that were forced to adapt (2)

It is possible to say that all companies (including those in the groups 1 and 3) were forced to
adapt how they worked during the pandemic because of governmental restrictions. However,
the predominant innovation for this group was the digitalisation of processes that had

previously been manually or semi-automatically dealt with.

In terms of Geels’ model (2002) the companies in the group experienced drastic changes to the
existing working landscape and this forced them to be adopters of products from the niche level.
As an example, the communication tools sold by Company F were used by Company B in a
way that they had not envisioned before and completely changed the way they communicated

with their customers and colleagues.

In terms of actual products and markets most of the companies in group 2 carried on selling the
same products as before, but the way they worked changed in order to maintain business
continuity. For Interviewee E this was something that they had not reflected on in terms of
innovation. It became obvious when they started trying to recruit new employees who insisted
on hybrid working solutions that the ground rules had changed. So the interviewee from
company E did not necessarily think that innovation had occurred in the company (“that
happens in the R&D department”), but paradoxically saw that they had changed ways of
working without defining it as innovation. The interviewee believed that they had focused

mostly on a strategic choice of “perseverance” (Wenzel et al., 2020).

Company B was the company that transformed its working methods most dramatically. They
already had the infrastructure, hardware and software in place for allowing employees to work
from home, but had not encouraged this, despite the obvious advantages it may have given.
Within a relatively short time the whole company managed to adjust to the new way of working
because of these digital foundations and they now build further upon these. Post-covid they
have carried on working in a new way and it is possible to use the term “digital transformation”

in terms of before and after the pandemic.

5.2.2.1 The role of timing and uncertainty

The ambiguity of the situation was especially potent for this group and influenced the timing
of innovation. For those wanting to get back to ‘business as usual’ the lack of insight into the

continually new restrictions was the greatest source of difficulty. The decision about whether

22/05/2022, 1067, Innovation during the Covid-19 crisis: an in-depth study of eight companies 48



to change ways of working permanently would not have been an issue had the lock-down lasted
only a few weeks. All the respondents mentioned this as one of the most confusing aspects of
the crisis and for those companies that suddenly had no customers it was the ambiguity that

caused the most stress.

The key issue regarding the length of time that ambiguity would last, was whether to assume
that a pre-covid “normal” situation would return soon or what would have to be done next to
meet continually new rules. This was especially true with regards to rules for working from
home but also how the company worked with processes around customers and employees and
with products. Those with physical stores (C-1 and C-2) needed to change the way they sold
products. Each company at some point made the subjective decision that now was their
“irreversible break” when there was no going back (Fleicher, 2013). For example, interviewee
E said:

“When I talked to other people, they always referred to the pre-covid period, like ‘when are
we going back to our previous life?’ For me it has been a long time since I decided that there

will be no previous life, this is life.” - Interviewee E

Once the decision had been made that there was no-going back, then more companies started
to invest especially in processes regarding the changing work environment. For example, many
of the companies (e.g., B, C, E and F) started work on improving company culture to support
new ways of working because it was clear to them that there was no going back to full-time
office work. Company C re-arranged their offices so that some areas were made specifically
for larger physical workshops, as space became available for this (as less people have returned
to working at the office). The concept of “before” and “after” an irreversible break was clearly
seen during the pandemic, with references to timeline now commonly referred to as either

“before-" or “after covid”.

5.2.2.2 The role of financing

It was interesting that both the small and larger companies felt they suffered from uncertainty.
The larger companies were very careful to reduce risk because their shareholders and business
continuity was their main focus. The medium-smaller companies did not have unlimited funds,

so risk was a real factor for them when making decisions about expansion.
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Company C had several clients in the retail industry and these clients lost a lot of money during
2021 and therefore liquidity and payment could have been a serious issue for them, but again
the opportunities were perceived as greater than the risks, so they continued to work for these
clients. They were also used to working remotely and with rapid development of technological
solutions, but some of their clients were not. One of their retail clients, with shops in Norway,
Sweden and Denmark, “went into panic mode. They wanted us to implement systems that were
not ready, so we had to go in and literally take over some of their internal processes”
(Interviewee C). They had also placed a high percentage of their employees on furlough
schemes: “That's why they hired us, the people that were there were not prepared for that kind
of [technological] challenge. (...) Our company didn’t dissolve, but theirs did in a way”
(Interviewee C).

In summary, business continuity occurred for these companies with regard to what they sold,
but innovation occurred by means of changes in processes and ways of working. They had the
potential to make these changes before but the “shock™ (Geels, 2007) that occurred at the

landscape level meant that there was an acceleration in development.
5.2.3 Companies that changed ways of working but did not innovate (3)

The two companies that had limited innovation were affected by a lack of trading possibilities
(companies A and G). They were forced to change to a more digital way of working (innovation
2) but were hindered from having basic business continuity because of strict market regulations
that gave them little room for manoeuvre. The fact that both the companies were reasonably
small meant they had to adopt a classic retrenchment strategy whereby further innovation

stopped.

5.2.3.1 Spreading risk

What became apparent during the interviews was that a company’s vulnerability increases
during acrisis if they are operating in a specialised market with only one core product or market.
This is just as true for small companies as it is for large ones. When, or if, the demand for a
core product changes a company has a choice of survival strategies if they have other products
or services to build upon. However, diversifying into new segments can be good, but if the
financial or market situation does not allow this then the company has a high-risk profile.
Krammer (2022, p.3) states, “Having complementary assets provides firms with alternative

business segments or niches that can provide ‘escape routes’ for innovating firms”.
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In this situation the model expounded by Google would be ideal to give a company a better
chance of survival, but this is perhaps a strategy only larger companies can afford to work with.
“...the creation of diversified and modular product/service portfolios and adaptable business
models that can support a faster recovery” was also one of the main recommendations from
research carried out by Margherita & Heikkil& (2021, p.693).

Company G did have products that could have been sold in the private market during Covid but
there was too much uncertainty for them to change channel strategy. As most of their workforce
was furloughed, they did not have the manpower to do this either. The company managed to

survive through Covid and they have now chosen to diversify a bit more than before:

“We focus more on stores now to have a slightly larger spread, because the stores were open
[and restaurants closed]. We now sell to some online stores as there were a lot of those who
kept working through the crisis, so we will focus a little more on them in future.” -

Interviewee G, translated

Whether these companies could have cooperated with external actors, such as Innovation
Norway, is speculative, but at the time they did not have the financial backing or strategic focus
on expansion. Research undertaken by Filippetti & Archibugi (2011) describes how companies
are less willing to start innovation during a crisis, but during the Covid crisis, given the fact the
government was already paying wages of employees, then it could have been possible to help

these companies become more resilient and by spreading risk.

5.2 RQ2: What type of innovation took place?

The original hypothesis is that the Covid-19 crisis accelerated innovation in companies and in
order to answer this | need to describe what type of innovation took place. | have used the
extended definition of innovation to include new value to organisations and | have divided the

observations from interviews into three main groups:
1. Digitalisation tools for communication became acceptable

2. Accelerated digitalisation in the aftermath of Covid

3. New ways of working
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5.2.1 Digitalisation tools for communication (1)

If one thinks back to how we communicated internally and externally in February 2020 and
compare it to how we communicated in February 2022 there is a massive difference. The
majority of white-collar workers were commuting to their offices and face-to-face
communication was normal. The majority of meetings occurred in a physical meeting room. If
someone joined a meeting from outside it was often with an audio microphone (several
interviewees mentioned using Jabra speakerphones) and as one interviewee said, the person
was treated “like a second-degree citizen, they were not really part of the meeting” (Interviewee
F, translated). It was normal to call customers, but not to video-call them, in fact if you had
video-called a customer it would have been a surprise for the other party as video-calling was

mostly reserved for family and friends.

When the lockdown of March 2020 occurred several of the interviewees recalled how
uncomfortable they had been seeing themselves on video and believed video meetings were
treated as a novelty that would hopefully disappear soon. There were exceptions to this -
technology companies with offices in different countries were far more used to using digital
communication tools (e.g., Companies A, C, D, F, E, H), but for example for Company B, who
had many regional offices in Norway, this was still not a normal way of communicating despite

the obvious advantages, and company G did their business by phone and email.

In the Findings the changes that the interviewees experienced, both with internal and external
communication, have been described in detail. The interviewee from Company F, whose
company sells digital communication tools, claimed that this change accelerated the business
by at least five years. Post-covid video-communication has become normalised. In physical
meetings, if they occur, participants still bring their own PC because sharing screens and info
in the chat panel is now so common. Interviewees report that it is now normal to have video-
meetings with customers. According to an article written in McKinsey’s B2B Decision-Maker
Pulse survey, “...96% of businesses have changed their go-to-market model since the pandemic
hit, with the overwhelming majority turning to multiple forms of digital engagement with
customers. Sales coverage has been completely redefined as companies discover that virtual
technology allows them to do things that were nearly impossible previously, such as assembling
the “perfect team” of experts for every sales pitch. In this digital sales sphere, smaller firms can

often “match up” to even their biggest competitors (Am et al., 2020, p.5, emphasis added).
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Company B is for example now using its regional competence in a more active way by trying

to break down silos between its head office and regional offices.

Acceptance of the use of digital communication is therefore one of the biggest values companies
experience from Covid-19. It was entirely because of the lockdown that this form of
communication accelerated so fast and was forcibly accepted as a viable form of

communication.
5.2.2 Accelerated digitalisation during “the aftermath” (2)

The Covid-19 was initially a medical crisis. Many governments of the world chose to isolate
their population to stop the spread of disease. The demand for medical and sanitary equipment
led to a massive demand for products that were perceived as limiting contamination. There were
many jokes in the early stages of the pandemic that it would be a good time to buy shares in
companies producing facemasks, but two years on this is not so true. The primary crisis, and
the resulting reactions, caused secondary changes that changed the paradigm of how the world

communicates and interacts when physical contact is restricted.

The aftermath and the secondary changes will have a far more long reaching effect on which
products and services are developed. The crisis exposed the structural weaknesses of a global
system dependent on human intervention. For a world with 7 billion people, having limited
access to a supply of manpower was a surprising event. Automation of services was a trajectory
that was already being powered by cost-saving efficiency, but this became strengthened further
when human interaction was limited. The crisis exposed this fragility, and a number of
opportunities are now appearing for companies selling products that deal with forms of

contactless technology, for example “twin technology” from Company H.

An example is increased investment in driverless vehicles (Feiner, 2021) - the sudden shortage
of lorry drivers, bus drivers etc during Covid-19 increased awareness of the vulnerability and
has spurned new interest in this form of transport - for example in January 2022 the UK passed

a new law to reduce uncertainty around legal issues here (Kojouri, 2022).

Other structural weaknesses that became obvious were for example the amount of unnecessary
business travel which has had an effect on the event industry, the hotel industry and the
restaurant industry. Several of the interviewees mentioned they had a different evaluation of

when it was necessary to travel to a customer, which they will continue to do even after travel
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restrictions are lifted. A result of this is the growth of emerging technologies such as digital
meeting places (i.e., the metaverse) and use of avatars to enhance the feeling of being together
even though people are apart. Even though these technologies are not fully developed, or
adopted, the pandemic has accelerated the acceptance of these technologies especially for the
younger generation. For example, 51% of Gen Z and 48% of Millennials “envision doing some

of their work in the metaverse in the next two years” (Microsoft, 2022, p.27).

Many of the ripple effects of the crisis still lie in the future, but it is true to say that the aftermath
of Covid is a world where digitalisation of products, services and processes has received

increased prioritisation.
5.2.3 Innovation with new ways of working (3)

Working remotely has been a technical possibility for white-collar workers for many years, but
the cultural norm for employees in Norway was to meet up at the company’s offices every day.
As described earlier, the “landscape” framework of the dominant regime (Geels, 2002) was one
where it was generally assumed by management that anything other than working in an office
environment was inefficient. For the individuals travelling to the offices, it was inefficient in
terms of hundreds of unproductive and expensive commuting hours a year. This all changed
under Covid, when individuals were forced to try alternative workplaces that suited many
people much better than the existing one. Many of the interviewees believed that the change to
a hybrid working environment was the most important innovation resulting from Covid, for

both themselves and their customers.

Why this innovation did not occur earlier is interesting. One can speculate that perhaps because
the cost of the system inefficiencies was not borne by organisations there was little incentive
for them to change the existing regime. There had been an implicit understanding that if you,
as an employee, choose to live far away from the office, then it was your choice and your
burden. Despite the massive cost to society, infrastructure and the environment (funded by
government) this had been such a taken-for-granted habit that it had almost gone unquestioned
and no change or innovation happened in this area. As noted early the digital tools that enabled
the change to happen have existed for some time at a niche level (Geels, 2002). In Norway,
companies were digitally “ready” for the change, but still it had not happened. As one
interviewee said, “we have been on the cusp of this shift to hybrid for quite some time but it's
now at an inflection point where we are starting to see how this works in real life, how this

works in practice” (Interviewee F, translated).
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In addition, a change in practice had not already happened because management in many
companies have not been supportive of home offices because of fears of lack of productivity.
Several interviewees mentioned that they had been sceptical regarding how productive
employees actually were when working from home. In Norway there is a relatively high trust
between employees and management, but even here, at the start of 2020, there had been
relatively few changes in the percentage of people working from home. Statista (2022) presents
numbers showing that of “office staff” less than 4% were working from home in early 2020,
whereas executives had around 15% sometimes/occasionally working from home. Immediately
in March 2020 this number increased to nearly 60% and has levelled off now at around 30% in
February 2022 (Statista Research Department, 2022).

Despite some weeks of adjustment, it was clear within a short period of time that the fear of
low productivity when working from home was not a problem. Many interviewees reported that

they went into a hyper productivity mode in the first stages of lockdown:

“It worked too well in a way. We had every opportunity to grow and it worked very well, but
it was like we were on steroids. We invoiced lots of hours and we could have grown even
more, but we did not have enough people and not enough hours in a day to grow more”

- Interviewee C

One interviewee said everything became more effective with regard to how much time was
used in actual meetings, instead of commuting to work, moving around at the office, going to
meeting rooms, working in open office environments, and then having to commute home
again. However, a criteria to be able to work effectively from home offices is that the individual
has a network of co-workers that they can contact to make progress on their tasks. For junior
staff, or people that are new to a company, not knowing who to contact was reported as an issue
(eg by Interviewee D, E & F). Participation in teams that rarely meet physically has been
reported as difficult (Microsoft, 2022). Company B created their new tool for users in record
time because they had been used to working with agile methods from before. Networking and

meeting new contacts from a home office was reported as difficult by interviewee F:
“...1 saw in my own work pattern that when [ sat in the home office, | had a much closer and

larger dialogue with those I already worked closely with, and a much less dialogue with those

I did not talk to very often, which made my network - not exactly shrink, but it did not get
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bigger. 1 did not get to work well enough with my network building, which then became a

challenge - Interviewee F, translated

What has become clear however, is that post-covid employees want to have the flexibility to
determine themselves when they are in the office and when they are at home. Several
interviewees saw that if their company was able to offer new employees hybrid workplaces this

would be a competitive advantage and something that management will have to support.

“Many old school leaders force people into the office because they want to keep an eye on
what's actually happening. In my book, they are leaders who are going backwards into the
future, they need to be re-trained, because that is not the way the world is anymore.
| tend to say that the vast majority of companies need to think more about how they are going
to get out of this pandemic than how they got into it. We are in a new age now, we have
learned new things and we cannot unlearn what we have learned. If you make the wrong
move now, then you may not exist in 5 years. Because competition is so tough, talent can go

where they want to work”. - Interviewee F, translated

The changes or innovation that happened with regard to hybrid ways of working were entirely
due to Covid-19 restrictions. External factors and not management-driven innovation were the
source of the change. Whether management accepts the changes or tries to reverse them remains

to be seen.

5.2.3.1 The culture of hybrid work and innovation

A number of different media har reported employees becoming “disconnected” from their
colleagues and the organisation they are working for. All interviewees talked about high levels
of fatigue from the combination of overwork and disconnection. There have been discussions
of atrend some call “The Great Reshuffle”, whereby many employees are not returning to work,
or resigning from jobs they do not see as attractive anymore, in order to seek out more fulfilling
roles with higher flexibility (Edmond, 2022).

In addition, many younger people are now reportedly looking to create value directly for
themselves outside their workplaces, with as much as 70% of Gen Z and 67% of Millennials
saying that they want to earn additional income besides their day jobs (Microsoft, 2022).
Reading Pearson & Clair’s (1998) work on psychological aspects of organisational crises, the

following sentence seems to be extremely relevant: Crises may make individuals “not only
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collectively question their personal assumptions about themselves and the world, but also
question cultural assumptions, structural relationships, and role definitions within the
organization” (Person & Clair, 1998, p.6). This was not the main focus of the interviews, but
all the interviewees saw it as important that their companies were now consciously rebuilding
company culture as a way of securing loyalty. This could be classified as a form of business
continuity, or a return to pre-covid culture, but it seems to be more of a realisation that company
culture had an intrinsic value that maybe have not really been appreciated before and that during
a crisis, loyalty to the organisation is something that needs to be in place in order to withstand

the hard pressure individuals are under.

An interesting perspective on this is from a comparative study by Trachsler and Jong (2020) of
city mayors in the Netherlands from 2019 and 2020. They state that “crisis teams tend to rely
on procedures and responsibilities but largely underestimate the importance of the mindset of
individual participants. We posit that crisis management should be regarded as an elite sport
and adopt insights from that field accordingly” (Trachsler & Jong, 2020, p.1). They further
argue that for the mayors they studied, “the parallel combination of uncertainty, limited control
and high expectations” left individuals quite unprepared for the pressure that can occur and
recommended insights from sport psychology as a way of preparing leaders for crisis (Trachsler
& Jong, 2020, p.1).

All in all, there have been significant changes with regard to the culture of work. Employees
who had disadvantageous working situations with regard to commuting and travelling for work
have questioned the value of meeting at offices. Employers are trying to find ways of
encouraging them and give them reasons to come back into the office, or other ways of creating
more loyalty to the organisation. The increased value of individuals in the workplace is also a

form of innovation.

At the same time there is a paradoxical (but perhaps directly related) move to create new
products and services that remove the reliance on “humans” (see the point regarding innovation
in the “aftermath”). It could be that different departments (HR and R&D) of an organisation are
working at odds with each other, or it may be that somehow these two conflicting changes will
find a way of resolving themselves. This chapter is by no means finished and it will be

interesting to see if this new way of working will stick in the future.
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5.3 Limitations and future research

Limitations

The natural limitations of qualitative research apply here. The number of interviewees was
limited, and the seeming consistency across interviewees might have been misleading,
compared to another eight interviewees. In addition, with only one representative for each
company, it is not necessarily the case that they know all actions undertaken during the
pandemic, especially in the larger global companies. However, most of the interviewees seemed

to have a clear idea of their company’s main strategic directions and core reactions to Covid.

The intention of this research was to capture a moment in time, immediately after the Covid
crisis had occurred, and even though generalisations are not possible, contributing to the body
of knowledge was as important as the possibility of drawing conclusions. The fact that the
interviews were anonymous made them very honest but challenging to share the full value of

the respondents' answers.

Future research
It would be interesting to test the hypothesis on a larger scale. The impact of a secondary wave
of innovation, after an initial crisis, is especially interesting. The structural weakness that a

crisis such as Covid-19 exposed could be the true benefits for companies.

The research also showed how important, and to some extent how weak, an individual's
attachment to the organisation is. Given the statistics published by Microsoft (2022), the attitude
of younger people to organisational loyalty and where innovation takes place could be a critical
area to follow-up. The culture of individual start-ups, already seen during the boom of the early
2000s, and mimicked in TV series such as Silicon Valley, is not a trend that is disappearing and

worth investigating further.

The changing communication methods of business, for example through the Metaverse and the
use of avatars in interpersonal communication would be worth following closely as the

implications could be enormous.

External “rule-setting” and guidelines by state and local governments could have helped the
vulnerable companies far more by creating a safe investment environment and a stability that

the crisis undermines, and this is something that would be important to follow-up.
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The Retrenchment/Exit strategy of companies would be interesting to investigate further,

especially with regard to acquisition of small and vulnerable companies during Covid.

It would be interesting to examine new innovation during the crisis (as opposed to new use of
existing products) to confirm whether this is really new innovation or just transformational
technology. It seems that much of the new innovation occurred in the medical industry which

was out of scope for this paper.

To build further on my research it would be interesting to compare companies within the same
industry to see how the opportunities offered were managed differently. This could be done
with a geographical angle - such as comparing regional success or even how different countries
reacted.
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6. Conclusion
Hypothesis: The Covid-19 crisis accelerated innovation in companies.

My conclusion, based on my primary qualitative research, is that it is true to say that the use of
innovative products and services and development of innovative processes were accelerated
under Covid-19. This was especially true within the areas of digital communication, digital
products and services that focus on eliminating human contact, cybersecurity and new ways of
working. Fundamental changes to the operating landscape meant that a transition of technology
occurred. The forced two-year lock-down of individuals provoked a paradigm shift in the way
a large majority of the population worked. In addition, restrictions regarding human contact
over a long period of time mean that companies selling products that replaced human contact
with digital contact experienced growth. Companies selling niche digitalisation products and
services were able to break into the dominant regime and offer existing tools to solve new

problems.

At the same time individuals working in the dominant regime welcomed innovative tools and
processes that gave them the opportunity for more flexibility than before. They have continued
to use these, even though lock-down measures have ended, because of the advantages that new
ways of working offer to themselves and their colleagues. This way of working has proved so
popular that organisations not accepting this new technological regime will have difficulty
recruiting new talent. However, after seeing individuals so easily disconnected from their teams
during a crisis, organisations are having to find new ways of creating organisational cultures
that will withstand new crises - especially now with regards to retention and recruitment of
talented employees. The hybrid working model, where employees can have flexibility between
working at home and the office appears to be an optimal balance with regards to maintaining
creativity, networking, and informal exchanges of information. Management must learn to trust
employees' own judgement about where they can be most productive, and for many this appears

to be at home.

The aftermath of Covid-19 has initiated a new landscape for technological transition. The
further digitisation of products and services will have been accelerated by many years, with
special focus on services that reduce human contact. The paradox of seeing how organisations
are dependent on the loyalty and involvement of individuals, at the same time as digitalisation

attempts to remove dependency on humans, will be a tightrope to cross in the coming years.
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The idea that a crisis gives a company that has been “immobilised” the motivation to make new
innovative products “from scratch” in a risk-free vacuum seems to be false. Companies that do
not have a diversified product portfolio reduce their risk-resilience significantly and during a
crisis is not an optimal time to change this. Retrenchment was a strategy contemplated by the
two companies in this position, but of course given the small number of interviewees it is not

possible to generalise here.

The momentum and changes that occur during Covid-19 forces companies to find alternative
ways of doing business internally and externally. The new dominant landscape will continue to
offer many new opportunities and technological transitions in an aftermath that will last a long

time after the pandemic is officially declared over.
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Appendix

Appendix 1: Interview guide

Interview guide

e Ask for permission to record

e Inform about anonymity

e Make introduction (introduce hypothesis and interview layout)

e Ask for questions

Company questions

First, can you tell a little bit about the company? (how are you set up? how many people work

there?)

How long have you worked there? (Did you work for the company during the pandemic?)

COVID EARLY (2020)

Let's start with the time when Corona first came to Europe in early March 2020, can you tell a little
about how it was for you and the company you work for? What kind of problems did you have to

deal with?

Did you have any crisis management strategy at the time? (what was in place before?)

What actions did you take externally because of Covid? (how was communication to the customer?

/ customer experience, Did you get any extra funding / support?)

What measures did you take internally because of Covid? (home office? Were anyone furloughed?)
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Was it normal to work from home before? (used to digital communication?)

From a time perspective, how long did you envision the Covid-crisis was going to last initially? (did

you make big changes from the start or did you wait? At what time did you make changes?)

Were there aspects of the business or services you provided that suddenly became more relevant?
(were you already positioned / or did you have to position yourself? Did you have the necessary

resources in place to do so?)

Did you experience any supply chain issues? (any bottlenecks because of covid?)

How did your company position yourself with regards to security? (did you have any training? Did

you do any changes with regards to home-office?)

MID-COVID (2021)

If we move a little later in the pandemic when the pandemic became more "normal” and the initial

chaos had calmed down a bit.

Did any new products / services / solutions come from you because of Covid? (Was it seen as a

high risk? Did you make any changes to the business model because of Covid?)

What in your company worked and what did not work in the pandemic? (Positive / negative aspects

of the pandemic)

“AFTER” COVID (2022)

Have there been any new business values from Covid that you continue to use? (Do you do

anything different today because of covid?)
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What have you learned from the pandemic? (is there anything you should do differently / how do

you deal with a new crisis?)

OTHER

Is there anything you feel has not been asked that you would like to comment on or add?
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