Pre prints.org

Article Not peer-reviewed version

Innovation and Sustainability in
Business Turbulence: Navigating
the ‘Now Normal’ through Value
Co-creation

Ayantunji Gbadamosi , Nnamdi O Madichie , Emmanuel Mogaiji

Posted Date: 3 November 2023
doi: 10.20944/preprints202311.0255.71

Keywords: COVID-19; Entrepreneurship; SMEs; Opportunity-necessity nexus; Value co-craetion; Now-
normal; Sustainability; Turbulence; Innovation

: E Preprints.org is a free multidiscipline platform providing preprint service that
is dedicated to making early versions of research outputs permanently
available and citable. Preprints posted at Preprints.org appear in Web of

E Science, Crossref, Google Scholar, Scilit, Europe PMC.

Copyright: This is an open access article distributed under the Creative Commons
Attribution License which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any
medium, provided the original work is properly cited.



https://sciprofiles.com/profile/3222653
https://sciprofiles.com/profile/1578901

Preprints (www.preprints.org) | NOT PEER-REVIEWED | Posted: 3 November 2023 doi:10.20944/preprints202311.0255.v1

Disclaimer/Publisher’'s Note: The statements, opinions, and data contained in all publications are solely those of the individual author(s) and

contributor(s) and not of MDPI and/or the editor(s). MDPI and/or the editor(s) disclaim responsibility for any injury to people or property resulting
from any ideas, methods, instructions, or products referred to in the content.

Article

Innovation and Sustainability in Business
Turbulence: Navigating the ‘Now Normal’ through
Value Co-creation

Ayantunji Gbadamosi ¥, Nnamdi O. Madichie 2 and Emmanuel Mogaji 3

! Royal Docks School of Business and Law; University of East London; Stratford, London, E15 4LZ

2 School of Graduate Studies, University of Kigali, Rwanda & Bloomsbury Institute London;
nmadichie@uok.ac.rw (N.O.M.); nnamdi.madichie@bil.ac.uk (N.O.M.)

3 Keele Business School, Keele University, Staffordshire ST5 5NS, United Kingdom; e.mogaji@keele.ac.uk

(E.M.)

Correspondence: A.Gbadamosi@uel.ac.uk

Abstract: The devastating effects of COVID-19 permeates virtually all aspects of life across geographic
boundaries. As the lockdown is eased, and reinstated, across many parts of the world, attention is now shifting
towards how to navigate the ‘now normal’ rather than the ‘next normal,” of doing business with a view to
achieving sustainable development. This study highlights some of the challenges and opportunities for micro,
small, and medium enterprises (MSMEs) in times of crisis such as COVID-19. Conceptual by orientation, the
study provides a broad overview of trends in crises times, drawing upon a range of qualitative accounts. The
overarching message is the current direction of travel for MSMEs in sustaining their bottom-line, not after the
crisis, but at this particular moment in time. The study highlights some implications for ‘pivoting,” in order to
cushion the impact of the pandemic on efforts to capacitate MSMEs in leveraging value co-creation with the
consumers. The implications of the here and now are discussed.

Keywords: COVID-19; entrepreneurship; MSMEs; opportunity-necessity nexus; value co-creation;
now normal

1. Introduction

Recent events across the world have meant that economies need to reassess and readjust to the
“business as usual” narrative. Since the latter part of December 2019, and more instructively in the
first quarter of 2020, the manner in which business is conducted has witnessed a major reawakening.
The novel coronavirus (or COVID-19) has highlighted weaknesses, and/ or fractures in the status quo
and the way business is conducted globally. This has brought about what many have described as a
“new normal” with impact on both lives and livelihoods of businesses — especially those in the MSME
sector. Retracing the experience of 1918 flu pandemic, and the recent novel coronavirus or COVID-
19, the devastating effects on human lives and the global economy have been considerable (Karlsson
et al., 2014; Kabir et al., 2020), but not surmountable. As of 25 October 2023, confirmed COVID-19
cases were approximately 771, 549, 718 of which about 6, 974, 473 lives had been lost at the global
level due to the pandemic (WHO, 2023).

These figures are not only magnanimous, but rather unsettling in terms of their scale and
significance. A particular consequence of the situation are the crippling of businesses, recalibration
of global growth estimates coupled with the economic loss and the sudden changes in the dynamics
of consumer behaviour and consumption patterns, which have prompted a range of actions, reactions
and reassessment of global business conduct (Adeyanju et al, 2022; Li-Ying & Nell, 2020; Rapaccini
et al, 2020;)

Given the indispensable role of MSMEs to the growth estimates of the global economy, this study
highlights how the sector has been pivotal to meeting the needs of consumers vis-a-vis their value
perceptions and changes in these, within the rather volatile business environment. This is linked to
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the view to rebooting that direction of travel as the global economy struggles to cope with the
volatility, uncertainty, complexity and ambiguity (i.e., VUCA).

Accordingly, the main purpose of this conceptual paper is to highlight some of the challenges
confronting MSMESs, especially in times of, and not just in the aftermath of COVID-19. The study,
therefore, reflects upon a range of dynamics including the role and place of key stakeholders coerced
into the adoption of digital technologies with a view to positioning them for kick starting and/ or
restarting the global economy. This overarching message in the study is a subject matter that has
gained traction in pre-COVID-19 times, but now become more urgent under the current crisis times.

Overall, this study addresses what actions need to be undertaken in order to sustain the bottom-
line of businesses — notably MSMEs following the ongoing crisis. Consequently, the main objectives
of the study are to explore how the COVID-19 pandemic has changed the face of the global economy
since the first quarter of 2020; review the impact of the pandemic on the efforts of MSMEs navigating
the challenges and opportunities by ‘pivoting” and embracing the mantra of ‘value co-creation” with
consumers; and more instructively, highlight how MSMEs could be better positioned towards
rebooting the global economy — notably through the adoption and deployment of the world of digital
and what opportunities it provides.

Following this opening section, the study delves into the current state of affairs of the global
economy in a Covid-19 era. It then interrogates the intersections between entrepreneurship, MSMEs
and economic growth in the third section. This interrogation moves on to the conversation on the
challenges and opportunities of “explorations of value-co-creation in a digital age,” in section 4. This
is closely followed up in section 5 with a discussion of the global pandemic, and how it seems to have,
unexpectedly forced different organizations irrespective of their sizes to instantly pivot to a digital-
only approach. Examples of organisations having to abandone the 2020 playbook and embrace new
strategies and modalities are also highlighted in this section. The sixth and seventh sections cover
practical implications and conclusions in respective order.

2. COVID-19 and the Global Economy

The outbreak of the new coronavirus in China and reported by Word Health Organization
(WHO) in December 2019 is now a global pandemic with considerable impacts in virtually all
occupations. The WHO labelled it COVID-19 on 11 February 2019 (McAleer, 2020) and this now
resonates with various aspects of the global business environment. Hence, entrepreneurship has been
affected in a significant way all over the world. Although this is a recent phenomenon, it has attracted
some scholarship effort (Chang and Velasco, 2020; Baker et al., 2020). The study by Kabir et al. (2020)
on pandemic economic cost indicates that the cost of the pandemic to the global economic system is
estimated to be US$1 trillion. Others have pointed out that it influences businesses including the
financial markets as the lockdowns have affected the demand and supply chains (Nicola et al., 2020).

Itis a clear colossal shock, which indicates a link between medical and economic policies (Chang
and Velasco, 2020). Its impact on employment is palpable as millions of jobs have been lost while
many have concerns about future concerning their employment (Fetzer et al., 2020; Coibion et al.,
2020). As the pandemic continues to hit the economy, households continue to take drastic steps in
terms of their consumption activities (Baker et al., 2020). One of these changes in the pattern of
consumption is the surge in the demand experienced by the food sector as people engage in
stockpiling because of panic buying (Nicola et al., 2020). In addition to this, there is a significant
increase in internet searchers all over the world (Fetzer ef al., 2020; Coibion et al., 2020). Nonetheless,
the need to rebuild the global economy is not only very compelling but also urgent to restore a heathy
marketing system for both the customers and the MSMEs. A new approach would be needed in a
‘new normal” marketing environment for sustainable global business environment.

3. Entrepreneurship, MSMEs and Economic growth

Entrepreneurship as well as micro, small, and medium enterprises (MSMEs) constitute much
of the economic growth noted in industrialized countries (Audretsch & Keilbach, 2004; Raward, 2004;
Gbadamosi, 2015: 2019a; Lounsbury et al., 2019). Nonetheless, as Gibb (1996, p. 310) once pointed
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out, the growth of interest in small business is not restricted to only Western European or United
States . In developing nations, small business development has become a crucial focus in strategic
adjustment programmes as MSMEs constitute around t 70 percent of the formal economy and
approximately 90 percent of the total employment of the developing world (El Tarabishy, 2020).

Arguably, MSMEs present a classic sector for the beginning gof creating and disseminating
newly created systems that aid the local community while working from a World Economy
perspective. In the current COVID-19 climate, people’s social, financial and humanitarian needs have
been projected like never before. In crisis times such as this, it is evident that MSMEs are more at risk,
as most tend to operate in customer facing environments requiring constant human interactions —
from restaurants, cafes and bars to minicabs, delivery services and grooming services such as
barbershops and/ or hairdressing. With the lockdowns across the world, the operations of these high-
contact services is no longer feasible and both lives and livelihoods have become threatened (see Igwe
et al. 2019).

In a recent opinion article, Andrew Reid, Founder and CEO, Rival Technologies indicates that
one of the ways to navigate the COVID-19 environment/ pandemic is the ability to remain agile for
the new normal (Reid, 2020). According to him, some marketers and entrepreneurs are delaying
taking some actions , with the thought that things would return to “normal” soon . Meanwhile a more
important acknowledgement is the fact that the conundrum will have an enduring and long-term
impact on the psyche and outlook of shoppers.

In yet another recent COVID-19 study, it was pointed out that the crisis would create a “now
normal,” and have an enduring effect on society. What this means is that in a post-COVID-19 era,
firms cannot go back to their former playbooks. Messaging, personas and even product strategies
may need to drastically change to be consistent with the realities of the post- COVID-19 world (El
Tarabishy, 2020). One sector that seems to be reimagining itself in a period of lockdown is the
creative economy (encompassing theatres, museums and the music sector) where there have been
indications of a bounce back (see Madichie, 2020; Madichie & Agu, 2023). In a recent Forbes article
(Grant, 2020), for example, it was pointed out that due to the pandemic, the the music industry has
been forced to be creative, making it necessary for artists to integrate new types of of media into
their routine for the purpose of maintaining and growing an engaged audience. In the end, this may
just be exactly what the industry needs to keep and grow consumer attention. Besides, what people
need in these crisis times is some indication of upliftment, which music provides and we have seen
to transition towards digital performances across the globe.

In the 2019 report of the International Council for Small Business (ICSB), entrepreneurship was
argued to be linked to Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 4 and 8. Specifically the target of SDG
4.4 “aims to substantially increase the number of youth and adults who have relevant skills, including
technical and vocational skills, for employment and decent jobs and entrepreneurship” (Carpentier,
2019, p. 34). As for SDG 8, the emphasis is to to “promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable
economic growth, full and productive employment and decent work for all.” However, the question
now is how this can be done effectively pivoted for a post COVID-19 world, and addressing the
notion of customer value, which underpin a sustainable marketing system.

Using data from the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM) survey, Devece, Peris-Ortiz &
Rueda-Armengot (2016) identify combinations of essential entrepreneurial factors that prompted
the development of new businesses under different economic circumstances — taking Spain as a case
illustration. These authors explored the 2008 economic situations (crisis and boom) prior to this
downturn and revealed that “necessity-driven entrepreneurship” was useless during the times of
recession and that “innovation and opportunity recognition” appeared more relevant as success
factors during recession than during times of prosperity (see Devece et al., 2016, p. 5366).

In spite of its richness, extant literature does not offer a unanimous perspective on how
the environment (both scial and economic ) affects the dynamics of early entrepreneurship and the
profile of the dominant entrepreneurial system . Put differently, economic and factors, R & D transfer,
governmental support and policies, , and regional infrastructures interact, such that the Total Early-
Stage Entrepreneurial Activity (TEA) may be more analogous in nations with disparate profiles than


https://doi.org/10.20944/preprints202311.0255.v1

Preprints (www.preprints.org) | NOT PEER-REVIEWED | Posted: 3 November 2023 doi:10.20944/preprints202311.0255.v1

in countries that have similar stages of socioeconomic development (Simon-Moya et al., 2014; Devece
et al., 2016, p. 5367).

Push and pull factors are worth highlighting. On the one hand, economic crises are typically
push factors, i.e., those external conditions that force people into entrepreneurship in the absence of
alternative employment choices. Besides unemployment, “push factors” include searching for
autonomy and difficulties in finding work due to demographic disadvantages including ethnicity,
social class, and educational background among others (Gonzalez-Gonzalez et al., 2011; Madichie,
2009). Economic crises which are associated with high unemployment may push people toward
self-employment due to the absence of other opportunities.

On the other hand, “pull factors” attract entrepreneurs to engage in businesses creation in
order to seize market opportunities (Devece et al., 2016, p. 5367). Put differently, business venturing
emanating from the “pull” are similar to opportunity recognition and this resonates with “pivoting”.
The attraction from this perspective is not borne out of a need to survive, but to take advantage of an
opportunity such as what has been witnessed in crises. In the context of COVID-19, for instance, the
pull has been epitomized by the likes of fashion businesses ditching garments for the production of
personal protective equipment (or PPE) and face masks. Similarly, manufacturers of alcoholic
beverages have turned to the production of hand sanitisers.

Indeed, the literature (Madichie, 2020; Morgan et al., 2020; Carpentier, 2019; Devece et al., 2016)
seems to suggest that entrepreneurship has proven to achieve better results in times of recession (or
crisis) as opposed to boom times. This revelation is nothing new, as Fairlie (2013) once pointed out,
while entrepreneurial ventures are not many during the periods of recession, they tend to perform
better when considered from the viewpoint of quality and growth (in relation to job creation and
size)— albeit with some characteristics in place. One of such features is capacity as may be the cases
with tailors pivoting to PPE and facemasks rather than traditional fashion apparel.

Pivoting remains one of the relevant phrases that resonates with opportunity recognition and
may be considered central to navigating crisis times like the recent COVID-19 pandemic. As Morgan
et al. (2020) point out, pivoting represents a situationin which small firms can promptly alter their
products, services or mode of delivering them to leverage off the opportunities offered by the
virus.” Pivoting has also been defined as ‘a structured course correction designed to test a new
fundamental hypothesis” (Ries, 2011, p. 149). In other words, it is about doing a purposeful search
through the guidance of of evidence of a profoundly better entrepreneurial opportunity that the
organization can competently exploit. Hence, it is not every action taken by a struggling
entrepreneur that can be regarded as a meaningful pivot.

Only recently, Morgan ef al. (2020, p. 2) point out, that “pivoting may be beneficial, and popular
media abounds with examples of firms that have successfully repositioned themselves in response to
exogenous shocks.” It is worth adding, however, that it isnot every change that can be classified as
a pivot, and those major changes that take place as a result pivoting come at a cost. These authors
argue further that “the new opportunities that have been discovered may be of inferior quality for
the organization in question, they may be unsustainable and the firm may not be well-positioned
to take advantage of them.

Morgan et al (2020) reported on the swift and negative impact of the global pandemic upon
entrepreneurial behaviour, innovation, and MSME performance following a collection of a number
of short commentaries as a form of reflection on the potential implications of the pandemic . That
study highlighted a range of issues from finance, innovation, pivoting to policy. These attributes or
activities were central to developing valuable thought upon how the quick, and mostly negative
effects in contemporary markets, would impact entrepreneurs and their inventments.

The COVID-19 pandemic has not only disrupted global supply chains, but also brought in its
wake other logistical challenges, extreme price distortions, collapse of businesses and markets, ,
consumer apathy towards government, erosion of trust in global trade policies, and the need to
redesign the work processes (see for example, Valinsky, 2020; Hudecheck et al. 2020). Going forward,
the challenges associated with forecasting the duration of the crisis led many existing firms to
consider pivoting, and changing their market offerings customers or markets. However, this
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conversation around pivoting cannot be disentangled from value-adding activity for both vendor
and end user, which leads into the need to revisit value co-creation both in the short and medium
term.

4. Value-co-creation in a digital age: Challenges and opportunities

The notion of value is very central to contemporary marketing practice. Interestingly, what
constitutes value varies between consumer groups and could change over time. While there are many
definitions of value offered in the academic literature, one of these that has a wider relevance defines
it as the difference between the perceived benefits and the costs associated with a particular
transaction which could be in the form of money, emotion, and time (Solomon, et al.,, 2013;
Gbadamosi, 2019b). Hence, it is widely acknowledged that consumers’ interest in any product or
service would be driven by this value, which indicates that marketers are expected to be focused on
this value to satisfy the customers and ensure business sustainability (Zeithaml, 1988; Saha et al., 2020;
Xu et al., 2020).

Meanwhile, a cursory look at this would put the responsibility of value creation solely on the
shoulder of businesses. Nonetheless, a number of seminal papers (Vargo and Lusch, 2004; 2008;
Gronroos, 2008; Prahalad and Ramaswany, 2004) have indicated that businesses cannot deliver this
value by themselves but will have to involve customers in the process known as ‘value co-creation.
This then brings in the customers as active participants in ensuring that the needed value is created,
delivered and managed effectively.

The experience that characterized COVID-19 has obviously been very challenging for both
businesses and customers alike. The impact is evident in the activities of SMEs as well as large
corporations. This has significantly challenged the stability of global economic systems.
Consequently, the notion of value co-creation is challenged largely as the activities of both key parties
involved in a value creation are crippled. This is evident in various ways such as in the form of locked
restaurants and pubs, deserted high streets, and empty beaches, which in turn renders the services
of hotels and tourism system unprofitable as they are confronted with the challenge of maintaining
social distancing policy to save lives. These are some of the numerous challenges associated with this
prevailing COVID-19 conundrum.

Prior to the global pandemic, the scope of the notion of value co-creation has widened
significantly with the application of digital technologies in many aspects of consumer decision
making process which constitutes the key framework in how businesses can satisfy its customers.
Conventionally, the extant literature (Engel et al. 1968; Kotler and Armstrong, 2018) acknowledges
that consumers pass through various stages before they make the final product. These include need
recognition, information search, alternatives evaluation, purchase decision/act and post-purchase
evaluation. Each of these stages has been significantly enhanced by the use of digital technologies.
For example, the use of the internet and social media has linked consumers globally implying that
their needs for products and services could be influenced from anywhere all over the world, they
can also search for information relating to options they have on which products/brands could be used
to satisfy their needs, and they are more equipped to evaluate these through the development in the
digital world. Similarly, a plethora of evidence shows that actual purchase can take place with digital
technologies as aided by various delivery systems while post-purchase evaluation also showing
satisfaction or dissatisfaction are also increasingly facilitated by electronic means.

In the current dispensation, lockdown policies that characterize the global pandemic have, for
better or for worse, strengthened the use of digital technologies for facilitating consumption in
unprecedented scale. The global internet usage as of April 2022 is indicated as 5 billion (Statista, 2022)
while the one for 2021 and 2020 were given as 4.9 billion and 4.6 billion respectively (Statista, 2021).
This is a global business opportunity that will have to drive consumption and business activities for
a long time. Hence, despite the challenges, great opportunities still abound within the current crisis
environment. Consequently, value-co-creation and pivoting remain two of the promising response
strategies for businesses not just post-COVID-19, but also in the turbulent business environment
currently being dictated by the global pandemic.
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5. Discussion

The impact of COVID-19 has prompted organisations across sectors — for-profit, public sector,
as well as nonprofit organizations of all sizes to pivot to digital and/ or remote touchpoints. This
discontinuation of in-person events and face-to-face interactions have brought to the fore the
previously taken for granted world of work. Almost overnight, organizations in key sectors such as
health, social care, legal services, educational and cultural institutions were faced with a common
challenge, which required doing away with the pre-pandemic playbook and devising new strategies
and modalities to remain connected with their diverse set of stakeholders.

In the face of shrinking and tighter promotional and advertising budgets another layer of
urgency to organisational operations and performance was the pandemic. What the world witnessed
post-2020 was a wave of innovation and experimentation in organisations across sectors, as digital
became the new mantra of business model pivoting (see Morgan, Anokhin, Ofstein & Friske, 2020).

As Morgan et al., (2020) alluded to recently, there are always “bright and dark sides of business
model pivoting,” and these are usually more pronounced in times of “...major exogenous shocks.”
Accordingly, while much of our thinking was influenced by the COVID-19 crisis how the advice
would be applied goes well beyond this specific event. “ It is our hope to encourage the dialogue
along these lines with our fellow scholars, and our obligation to inform both policymakers and
decision makers of the dangers inherent in trying to develop the one-size-fits-all approach to deal
with exogenous shocks” (Morgan et al, 2020, p. 8).

Interestingly, Fairlie (2013, p. 208) pointed out that “the recent recession might have increased
“necessity” entrepreneurship or business creation because of the rapid rise in the number of layoffs
and unemployment in the United States”. Extant literature indicates that job loss and reduced labour
market opportunities result in self-employed business ownership (Farber, 1999; Parker, 2009;
Krashinsky, 2005; Fairlie, 2013). According to these authors, while the the motivation for starting a
the business in this case might be different, , several of these establishments may eventually turn
out to be very successful.” In that study, Stangler (2009) was reported to having found that most
Fortune 500 businesses were started during periods of recession.

As Fairlie (2013) points out, on the one hand, while the ‘Great Recession’ has led tomany
business closings and foreclosures, it is important to ask the question of what effect did it have on
business formation? In one aspect, recessions resulted in the decrease of probable business revenue
and wealth, and in another way, they limit opportunities in the wage/salary sector and make the
net effect on entrepreneurship to be ambiguous (Fairlie, 2013, ). As the study seems to indicate , “the
results show a consistent outlook of the positive impacts of slack labour markets outweighing the
negative influences and resulting in higher levels of business formation and the predicted trend in
entrepreneurship rates tracks the actual increase in entrepreneurship very well during the Great
Recession.

6. Practical Implications

In pivoting and recognising the benefit of co creating values, there are practical implications for
MSMES managers. Our conceptual framework in Figure 1 illustrates the amalgamation of both
MSMEs and customers to co-create value. The framework recognizes MSMEs and customers as key
stakeholders and it posits that the closer both stakeholders come together, the more value they can
co-create, this also suggests that co-creation may not be fully achieved if both stakeholders are not
able to explore their potentials and challenges. This is especially so in relation to the inherent
challenges that the pandemic has brough for both the businesses and the prospective customers.
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Figure 1: Conceptual framework illustrates the amalgamation of both MSMEs and customers to co-create value.

From the MSMEs perspective, the framework recognises some possible challenges with their
environmental factors, this aligns with the branding idea of country of origin and how it can affect
the co-creation process (Conduit & Chen, 2017; Hidayanti et al, 2018). This is specifically so as MSMEs
in emerging economies have been sandwiched between the pandemic and the economic challenges
in the countries in which they operate (Gbadegeshin et al, 2021; Sun et al, 2020). While they try to be
innovative and co create values, there are inherent challenges with the economic situation in their
country, inadequate government policies to support business and often lack of funding and palliative
support (Mogaji et al, 2021, Soetan et al, 2021). It is therefore important for managers to always
acknowledge these challenges when exploring the possibilities of co-creation. Often this may be
things outside their control, but they can’t ignore it, recognizing it and putting contingency measures
in places can enhance their co creation process.

Importantly, the MSMEs need to recognise their business processes, especially as they have all
being challenged by the pandemic (Hudecheck et al, 2020). This business practices involve sourcing
for their materials in the wake of global challenges with logistics and supply, prospects of staff
working from home, depending on the type of business, seeking additional funds for investment and
innovation in the face of the pandemic (Nguyen & Mogaji, 2021). Managers are expected to adapt
their business practices to align with the customers level of expectation. This also involves improving
customer services to ensure the customers are being satisfied promptly which could involve having
a chatbot to respond to queries, engaging with customers on social media and recognising the
growing possibilities of artificial intelligence in automating task (Jafari-Sadeghi, 2020; Dwivedi et al,
2020).

This upgrade to business processes also involves specifically recognising the role of digital
technology. Technology has become an integral part of business transformation and organisations
are expected to adopt it to enhance their business operations (Abdulquadri et al, 2021). While this
may vary across industry, it involves digital communication, marketing practice and having a deeper
understanding about the customers. Automation of business as part of business transformation is
important, especially as customers expectation and behavior are changing - customers wants prompt
answer to their request, they want innovative products and service and wants engagement on a
personalized level. MSMEs need to recognise these features and incorporate them into their business
practices to improve the system It is however important to recognise that many of the MSMEs may
not be able to afford this innovation, it is therefore advisable to start at a manageable rate, seek
vendors and providers with cheaper offers, engage the services of freelancers or employ an intern
who may have these skills but requires the right environment (El Tarabishy, 2020).

The customers role in the co-creation process is also being recognized. Though the MSMEs may
not have much control over the situation of their customer, it is important to have a better
understanding of the customers, especially in the aftermath of the pandemic and to know how best
to engage and involve them in co-creation process (Gbadamosi, 2019; Hudecheck et al, 2020).
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Research for customer insight is important at this stage, to better understand how customer behavior
has changed and evolved. Marketing practices before the pandemic may not be applicable in many
of the situations now. Managers need to recognize the technology competence of the customers and
integrate this in developing their own innovative ideas, it will not make a good business decision if
the MSMEs develops a technology that customers don’t know how to use, not ready to use or will
not use. Graduate integration of this technological innovations is essential for business practices and
in pivoting them to create values.

The buying power of the customers may also have changed as the pandemic affected the
customers and individuals around the world, customers may not have the disposable income to buy
things and in some cases, they may be making more rational decisions (Habel et al, 2020; Widnyana,
& Widyawati, 2020). It is therefore essential for managers to recognize this and shape their products
(and services), pricing and promotional activities to recognize these possible changes. This
recognition ensures that the customers are fully involved, and they can be carried along in the co
creation process (Conduit & Chen, 2017).

Lastly, understanding the environmental factors of the customers is also important in exploring
the co-creation possibilities (Babu et al, 2020; Zhang et al, 2019). The customers may be willing to get
involved but this may not be possible due to the fundamental challenges with their environment
which includes their country, economic situation, and financial capabilities. This is important for
MSMEs who are considering expanding their business operations into other countries, especially for
those in developed countries that are considering various emerging markets around the world. It is
important to recognise that one size may not fit all, country specific innovative ideas are needed to
invite the customers into the co-creation process, often it’s not about globalising the idea but
localizing it to make it appealing to the customers (Lee et al, 2021).

Our conceptual framework has key factors that may affect the co-creating process. It is important
to recognise that this is a generic conceptual framework and it may vary depending on the type of
MSMES (product manufacturing or service provision), the type of economy (developed or emerging
economy) and even the type of customers Ultimately the idea is to recognise the features and
specifically how it appeals to their businesses and making effort that both stakeholders are brought
together unto a common ground to enable the co creation process. A ground where environmental
factors will align with business practices and the customers buying power and the technological
innovations being presented by the company fully adopted by the customers.

7. Conclusions

This conceptual study highlights some of the challenges and opportunities for MSMEs in times
of crisis such as COVID-19. Having provided a general review of trends in times of crises drawing
upon a range of qualitative accounts, the overarching message is in highlighting a direction of travel
for MSMEs. This is with a view to galvanising the bottom-line of MSMEs, not just after the crisis, but
more importantly at this particular point in time. There are obvious implications for “pivoting,” in
order to cushion the impact of the pandemic on efforts to capacitate MSMEs in leveraging value co-
creation with the consumers.

While we acknowledge that the devastating effects of COVID-19 permeates virtually all aspects
of life across geographic boundaries, there are adjustment mechanisms that have been thus far
successfully managed. As the lockdown is eased across many parts of the world, attention is now
being focused on how to navigate the ‘now normal’ business environment towards achieving
sustainable development empathetically. Ultimately, this study highlights the interaction between
opportunity and necessity in navigating the crisis. While several opportunities have arisen because
of the crisis e.g., pivoting into production of facemasks/ shields as well as hand sanitisers (see for
example, Hinson et al., 2020), there have also been necessity driven pivoting. For example, numerous
professional consultancies have been started mainly by furloughed employees. In summing up,
therefore, we posit that for a sustainable global economy, the roles and activities of MSMEs in co-
creating value with their customers would be more relevant than ever before, but the role of
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technology in ensuring economic recovery and sustainability would remain fluid in the short,
medium and long term. This is where the pivoting of MSMEs comes into the discourse.
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