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Learning from disruptions caused by the COVID-19 crisis 2019-2021: 

An analysis of sustainability and digitalization as critical success factors for export 

activities of manufacturing SMEs in Northern Jutland, Denmark 

Abstract  

Purpose: The aim of this paper is: (1) gain an understanding of the premises under which 

manufacturing SMEs situated in the Northern Jutland, Denmark, have been operating since the 

outbreak of COVID-19 pandemic; (2) analyze which role sustainability and digitalization have played 

in export activities, procurement of components and raw materials, customer service, and other 

business operations under the COVID-19 restrictions imposed by government; (3) develop theoretical 

frameworks as well as suggestions for managerial implications of how manufacturing SMEs can 

respond to disruptions caused by pandemics, in an effective manner. 

Methodolody: The design of this research undertakes qualitative research methodology (Bryman, 

2008), namely, engaged scholarship (Van de Ven, 2007). This approach assists in a better, more 

nuanced knowledge acquisition, involving all stakeholders in export activities. The analytical 

interview method for data collection (Kreiner and Mouritsen, 2005) is chosen to follow the frame of 

engaged scholarship methodology. 

Sixteen cases are selected for the sample base through selective sampling technique. 

To uphold the quality of the chosen approach a semi-structured interview guide is utilised as a tool. In 

this manner, a clearer and more purposeful theoretical construct provides for a robust investigation 

(Brinkmann & Kvale, 2009). 

The data is analyzed applying the thematic analysis (Fereday, and Muir-Cochrane,2006; Bryman, 

2008). Furthermore. data analysis is performed using the qualitative content analyze technique 

(Brinkmann & Kvale, 2009). 
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Duration of data collection spans from winter 2019 until autumn 2021. Collected via interviews, data 

is triangulated in conjunction with the data gained via observations. 

Expected results: It is expected to acquire meaningful and in-depth data in regards to: (1) how has 

COVID-19 epidemic influenced internal and external business processes of SMEs; (2) how 

sustainability and digitalization have contributed to ensuring a forceful competitive performance for 

the organizations during COVID-19; (3) which strategic areas in SMEs operations need to be 

reorganized and what changes need to be implemented in these respective areas in order to enhance 

resiliency to possible future disruptions. 

Originality: Danish context provides a unique opportunity to investigate COVID-19 disruptions and 

SMEs in EU context because of the following: on the 13th of March 2020, Denmark introduced 

lockdown measures; all COVID-19 restrictions have been lifted as of 10th of September 2021. As of 

today, many other countries in the EU are still under lockdown restrictions. Accordingly, data and 

analysis of these unique Danish situation may provide valuable insights into how to best navigate in 

disruptive situations and what organizational changes need to be implemented in advance. The latter 

presents, besides theoretical contributions, managerial implications for SMEs. 
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Introduction and theoretical background 

Internationalization of SMEs (small and medium sized enterprises) as a phenomenon has received 

attention from scholars and practitioners due to its acknowledged role in economic development 

(Leonidou and Katsikeas, 1996; Chang et al., 2019). Literature analysis has shown that there is lack of 

empirical research of internationalization of SMEs in local settings, e.g., in Denmark. 

While there are studies that cover aspects of SMEs internationalization (Wilkinson and Brouthers, 

2006; Lejpras, 2019; Leonidou and Katsikeas, 1996; Kuada, 2005; Love and Roper, 2015; Yamin, 

2008), the empirical research is limited. As Denmark is considered one of the best performers in terms 

of small business within the EU (Denmark - 2019 SBA Fact Sheet - europa.eu), the results of the 

investigation will be of interest and an exemplary case for other countries in the EU to follow. 

The phenomenon of sustainability and its role in SMEs has received a sufficient attention (see, for 

example, in Sielgel et al, 2019). However, sustainability and its role in SMEs response to COVID-19 

restrictions has not been investigated fully yet. The same situation has manifested itself in regard to the 

digitalization trend: there is an ongoing debate for the role of digitalization in SMEs (Eduardsen, 

2018), yet, the analysis related to COVID-19 context is scarce. 

Taking in account the above considerations, the research question has been posed as follows: 

Which role do sustainability and digitalization play in organizational response to COVID-19 

restrictions imposed by governments? 

To answer the research question, the interview guide (Appendix A) was developed, based on the 

literature review and empirical pilot study for the given investigation. 

Methodology 

To answer the research question, sixteen companies in Northern Jutland, Denmark, were selected on 

the following criteria: 
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a) The company can be qualified as SMEs (European Commission. User guide to the SME 

Definition. Publications Office of the European Union, 2015); 

b) The company is a production company; 

c) The company is engaged in export activities. 

Preliminary results 

The preliminary results of the analysis of four companies point to the following findings: (1) 

sustainability is becoming an “order qualifier” for export activities of SMEs originating in Denmark; 

(2) the analysis shows that the COVID-19 epidemic has accelerated demand within digital solutions, 

e.g. "Remote Sensing" and "Big Data".   



5 

 

References 

1.  Lejpras, A. (2019). Determinants of export performance: differences between service and 

manufacturing SMEs. Service Business, 13(1), 171-198. 

2. Love, J. H., & Roper, S. (2015). SME innovation, exporting and growth: A review of existing 

evidence. International small business journal, 33(1), 28-48. 

3. Kuada, J. (2005) Export Potential Analysis .Internal Determinants amd Constraints. Working 

Paper Series. No. 40. International Business Economics 

4. Leonidou, L. C., Katsikeas, C. S., Palihawadana, D., & Spyropoulou, S. (2007). An analytical 

review of the factors stimulating smaller firms to export: Implications for policy-makers. 

International Marketing Review, 24(6), 735-770. 

5. Leonidou, L. C., & Katsikeas, C. S. (1996). The export development process: an integrative 

review of empirical models. Journal of international business studies, 27(3), 517-551. 

6. Statistics Denmark and OECD (2017) 

7. Wilkinson, T., & Brouthers, L. E. (2006). Trade promotion and SME export performance. 

International Business Review, 15(3), 233-252. 

8. Van de Ven, A. H. (2007). Engaged scholarship: A guide for organizational and social research. 

Oxford University Press on Demand. 

9. Yamin, M., Sinkovics, R. R., & Hadjielias, E. (2008). EU harmonization, managerial perceptions 

and SME export behavior. Journal of Euromarketing, 17(1), 7-21.  

10. Kvale, S., & Brinkmann, S. (2009). Interviews: Learning the craft of qualitative research 

interviewing. Sage. 

11. Bryman, A. (2016). Social research methods. Oxford university press. 

12. Denmark - 2019 SBA Fact Sheet(2019)- European Commission (retrieved from europa.eu) 

13. Siegel, R., Antony, J., Garza-Reyes, J. A., Cherrafi, A., & Lameijer, B. (2019). Integrated green 

lean approach and sustainability for SMEs: From literature review to a conceptual 

framework. Journal of cleaner production, 240, 118205. 

14. Eduardsen, J. (2018). Internationalisation through digitalisation: The impact of E-commerce 

usage on internationalisation in small-and medium-sized firms. In International business in the 

information and digital age. Emerald Publishing Limited. 

  



6 

 

Appendix A. Interview guide 

Research Title: Learning from disruptions caused by the COVID-19 crisis 2019-2021: an analysis of sustainability 

and digitalization as a critical success factors for export activities of SMEs in Northern Jutland, Denmark 

PLAN Company and interview data: 

1. Introduction of the research project. 

2. The agenda for the interview 

3. Compliance to GDPR: confidentiality, anonymity. 

 

Date: 

Place:  

Interviewee:_________________ 

Interviewers: ___________________ 

Themes  Questions Key notes 

Main theme: 

COVID-19 context during 2019 -

2021 

The Covid19 epidemy has caused 

disruptions in business activities 

both locally and internationally. 

We investigate hereby the impact of 

corona crisis on different business 

activities in your company and how 

these challenges have been tackled.  

What your company have learned 

from this disruption?  

Which strategies have shown their 

effectiveness?  

What are the critical success factors? 

Sub-theme 1. Impact 

1) To what extent the main areas 

of your company value chain 

has need affected?  

For example, company finances, 

export sales, supply and 

procurement, operations and 

production, quality, etc.?  

 

2) What were your successful 

strategies to deal with effects 

of COVID-19?  

Digitalisation, Industry 4.0: IoT  

Sustainability, Green technologies, 

circular economy 

 

Sub-theme 2. Successful strategies to cope with Covid-19 impact 

3) Which of these contemporary 

trends affected export success 

and how? 

  

4) The role of your supply/ 

production strategy? 

  

5) Which role has played play 

national (Denmark), European 

Union, international 

legislation  

  

6) How has your business 

model/ organisations has 

changed?  

  

Sub-theme 3. What are the successful strategies and critical success areas to respond to disruptions?  

7) Considered you experience 

2019-2021 how are you going 

to prepare your company to 

be more resilient to 

disruptions in the future? 

  

Concluding remarks and other relevant questions. 

 


