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Abstract. The novel COVID-19 pandemic severely hit vulnerable sectors like the small 

business industries of developing countries and disrupted their local and global business 

networks, demand-level, and supply chain. This concept paper seeks to examine and solace 

reflection of factors for the revival terrain of small businesses in the post-pandemic era of the 

small firms of Bangladesh, one of the emerging countries of Asia. The key objective of the 

study is to formulate a revival framework for the small firms of the developing world. To 

achieve the study aim, a content analysis has been conducted from both primary and secondary 

sources. The findings reveal that financial resources, technological resources, human resources, 

intellectual capital, strategy, government support, business plan, knowledge and information 

access, entrepreneurial skills and experience, and innovation are crucial determinants of 

business growth. However, there is no all-encompassing framework for survival and revival in 

dynamic business environments such as post-pandemic. The present study responds to a timely 

need to develop a comprehensive framework for small firms of developing countries by 

synchronizing the critical determinants and their inter-related success factors. The managerial 

implication of the study involves enhancing flexibility, responsiveness, and strategic decision-

making capacity among the entrepreneurs to be better able to weather the post-pandemic crisis 

and ensure the survival and revival of their small firms. 
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1. Introduction  
Small firms have been transforming the backbone of the global economy in both formal and 

informal industries over the last two decades (Tannenbaum et al., 2020). Their role is crucial 

in creating employment opportunities in low-income countries (Andrianaivo & Ndiaye, 2019). 

COVID-19 pandemic has adversely affected the individuals, local firms, large corporations, 

customers, communities, trade, supply chain, factor markets, financial markets, and entire 

economy at a global level. Uncoordinated governmental responses and lockdowns have led to 

a disruption in the supply chain of the firms. One of the developing economies of South Asia, 

Bangladesh, is also experiencing a tremendous economic and labor market shock (Sipahi, 

2020). Small firms that already appear as necessity-based innovation agents, face adversity as 

many of them have suffered revenue losses while others have shut down. Nevertheless, their 

smaller size enables them to be flexible and adaptable to new normal such as the one created 

by COVID-19 (UNCTAD, 2021).  

This exploratory study focuses on the factors for survival and revival of small businesses in the 

post-pandemic era in Bangladesh, one of the aspiring developing countries of South Asia. The 

revival would ensure transformational benefits for the stakeholders of the small firms, and the 

aggregate economy. This study first reviews related details to explore the critical detriments of 

small businesses of Bangladesh before and during the pandemic. It also addresses the need of 

coping mechanism of the small businesses in the new normal. Finally, the paper proposes a 

revival framework of the small firms by synchronizing the drivers of the revival process.  

 

2. Literature Review 
 
The small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) are the catalyst to global growth 

(Gamidullaeva et al., 2020) and lineage of Bangladesh's economy which provides employment 

opportunity for 7.8 million people to manage 31.2 million livelihoods (Hossain et al., 2020). 

Though the contribution of SMEs of formal economy to GDP of the country is only 25% (BBS, 

2016), the small firms of informal economy contribute to more employment and keep the 

overall economy moving.  

The informal economy refers to the economic activities occurring beyond the formal labor 

market. It serves as a crucial employment-source for the women. The ILO 

estimates that in developing economies, 92 percent of women workers are informally 

employed. It is also considered as the enabler of economic mobility, especially for the poor 

people of a country like Bangladesh. Nevertheless, besides supplementing their income, the 

experience obtained by serving the informal sector, many unqualified people get the 

opportunity to upskill and thereby possibly create corridors towards the formal sector 

(Katharine & Amaya, 2019). 

The small firms complement well to large-scale industries as auxiliary units and contribute 

enormously to the socio-economic development of the country (Sipahi, 2020). It was found 

that the small firms are more susceptible and exposed than other firms to the challenges offered 

by pandemic because of their smaller size, limited scale of operation, scarce financial and 

managerial resources, lack of agility, and inadequate contingency plans (Sipahi, 2020) and 
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relatively vulnerable financial position (Thorgren and Williams, 2020). It has added to its pre-

existing problems associated with small firms, such as lack of access to finance, poor market 

linkage, absence of skilled labor, and lack of export market (LightCastle, 2020). Small 

businesses have suffered a tremendous setback in their growth and survival amidst COVID-19 

regarding their production, working capital, supply chain activities, and access to the market. 

Despite the role of the small firms from formal and informal economy to progress the economy, 

they are the most sufferers of diverse barriers (Hafiz & Latiff, 2020).  

The small businesses are susceptible to scarce resources and production capacity followed by 

lower managerial and entrepreneurial capabilities, fragile social networking and weak 

infrastructure, inadequate technological and market know-how and many other issues. Given 

their dependency on short-term cash flow, the average small firms are more susceptible to the 

economic crisis including pandemic (OECD, 2020) (Hafiz et al., 2021). Being swamped by 

various existing challenges and pandemic-ridden business environment, the usual circulation 

of resources is damaged severely. Such disorders will have disastrous effects on the 

performance, growth and survival of the small firms (Arif et al., 2020). Continuing business 

operations with insufficient funding and resources has been making the path to survive more 

difficult for them. If the small firms fail, the building blocks of Bangladesh will collapse, 

Bangladesh will be having a nosedive and deeper economic shock with a greater number of 

people falling below the poverty line.  

The government of Bangladesh has already taken some policy measures to cope with the new 

realities and declared to provide some incentives to small firm entrepreneurs (Hasina, 2020). 

Nevertheless, in reality, the small firms, especially the ones from informal economy face an 

altered landscape as the waves of economic disruption settle (Leģters, 2020). The real impact 

of pandemic remains unknown mainly, which is increasingly devastating for human health and 

economic well-being, with an expected global economic contraction of at least 2% (Sarkar, 

2020). Thus, for small firms especially informal economy to create sustainable business 

dynamics, having a basic revival framework is a timely need.  

 

3. Methodology 
 
The key objective of the present study is to formulate a revival framework for the small firms 

of the developing world. To achieve the objective, an exploratory study is conducted in 

Bangladesh. Content analysis has been used from primary and secondary sources, such as 

contents generated by existing and naturally occurring information repositories. Those sources 

primarily include online news portals, consumer diaries, television content, social media, blogs, 

and case studies. The reason for using content analysis is that the research involves an emerging 

theme with no established literature. The researchers also explored the small firm sector of 

Bangladesh by analyzing various trade journals and magazines. In addition to this, secondary 

information has been collected from the Ministry of Industries, SME Foundation, Bangladesh 

Bureau of Statistics, MIDAS, Market Pulse by IDLC, and various financial institutions of 

Bangladesh.  
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4. Discussion 
 
4.1. Coping with New Normal 

Since the commence of the pandemic, the immediate reaction from customers with 

mobile and internet access was to shift their purchasing pattern towards e-commerce sites, 

followed by the closure of stores and small firms of their local community. To survive and 

return to business, small businesses need to adopt new technologies to be more agile to 

legitimately compete with competitors of any size (Leģters, 2020). The small firms find ways 

to compete against all odds, as they always do through their ability to adapt, innovate, and 

leverage their smaller size to act confidently. For a business to survive in today’s era, 

exchanging technology-mediated knowledge will enable small firms to gain greater access to 

resources and be more flexible to respond to the turbulent business environment (Ahmad and 

Karim, 2019).   

Since the commence of COVID-19 pandemic, Bangladesh has been making a gradual 

shift towards e-commerce, home delivery, money-transferring services, work-from-home, 

virtual meetings, webinars, cybernetic interviews, and computer-generated trades. The 

experiential and social-interactive congregation of buyers and sellers has been moving away 

from brick-and-mortar stores and approaching more convenient online setups. Operations in a 

physical setup are permitted only with the proper social distancing method. Social distancing 

with putting face masks on and temperature scanning before entering the office premises and 

service centers has already become the commonplace norm. Sanitizing and maintaining utmost 

cleanliness with delivery parcels have been the new trend of personal hygiene over the last one 

and half year period.  

COVID-19 crisis has triggered an unprecedented range of government programs, 

including financial assistance, wage subsidies, and payment deferrals (OECD, 2020).  Hasina 

(2020) reiterates that despite the COVID-19 pandemic, the small firms’ growth can be ensured 

through ingenious mechanisms and policies, IT-based innovations in the small firms and start-

ups, policy measures, gaps and way forward on innovations in small firms, and ways of linking 

small firms to the global market.  Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the small businesses witness 

restrictions, such as work-from-home policies and workforce mobility. Therefore, aligning 

appropriate software and IT systems with each workstation of the remote workers is essential 

to ensure smooth execution of business plans (Obrenovic et al., 2020) (Kilpatrick and Barter, 

2020). Sensible and real-time communication and merged decision-making and strategic 

alliance with the partnering firms or sectors; greater empowerment of the risk managers can be 

some tools to mitigate the adversities of a pandemic or any other crisis. Such collaborative 

efforts would create a sound basis for an effective response and recovery platform from 

disasters (Obrenovic et al., 2020).  

 

4.2. Revival Framework 

To adapt with the unpredictable events associated with such a crisis, small firms should 

be characterized by a set of flexible and straightforward guidelines (Ganatra et al., 2020). Also, 

to better respond to the crisis of pandemic situations, having practical financial contingency 

plans to allocate and mobilize financial resources will serve as a prudent navigator for dealing 

with challenges (Clarke and Dercon, 2016). Government support can be vital to combat risks 
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and offer efficient solutions (Amin et al., 2019). Nevertheless, tax exemptions may be 

necessary for the larger businesses of the formal economy.  

However, such measures will have no impact on the struggling participants of the 

informal sector as their contribution to job creation and sales turnover do not meet the minimum 

thresholds to be eligible for paying income tax. It is evident that small firms with pre-existing 

vulnerabilities and poor resilience lack a comprehensive model that reflects a dynamic 

approach combining all critical factors that they need for revival (Obrenovic et al., 2020). 

Formulating a model that specifies realistic reviving strategies is a timely need. Therefore, 

Figure 1 establishes the effect of the proposed revival measures on the small firms and the 

revived positioning of small firms in the post-pandemic landscape. 

Figure 1: Post-pandemic revival framework of small firms 

 

Source: Author’s illustration 

To weather the COVID-19 crisis, government support came to small firms in the form 

of tax deferrals, direct loans and grants to support temporary redundancies, and wage subsidies 

(Abanmai, 2020). Such relief measures and government subsidies may be extended to the small 

business entrepreneurs of the informal economy (Obrenovic, 2020). The governments may 

offer alternative compensation solutions for small business owners subject to their abridged 

revenue, the ground of controlled movement of goods or labor, or expiration of unsold 

inventory, or cancellation of large or annual orders. Besides that, the government may 

encourage enhanced skill training, an adaptation of digital tools, proper usage of social media 

as a pre-requisite to get the privilege to the alternative compensations.  

The cluster economy plays a more significant role, especially for the small businesses 

of an informal economy. Clusters are a network of economic associations of related firms that 

could create a synergic effect for the informal small businesses of Bangladesh. A well-

developed concentration of related business clusters contribution will have threefold effects on 

the economy by (i) enhanced productivity by accessing specialized inputs, information, and 

markets, (ii) speedier innovation through coordinated research and development, and (iii) new 

business formation by serving the grey markets and niches. These threefold effects will broaden 

the cluster economic territories and diversifies risks to a greater extent (Encyclopedia of Small 

Business, 2020).  
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To revive the small businesses, entrepreneurs with agile leadership abilities would play 

a prime role in resetting the contingency plans and encouraging their firms to accomplish those 

plans by aligning the scarce resources and capabilities of the firms accordingly. Agility 

is beyond just responding to change; instead, it can take sustained and pragmatic approaches 

to create pre-conditions of change management, thereby being change agents. The leaders 

should also seek to eradicate all possible obstacles that curtailed the confidence and 

empowerment capacity of the employees. Also, since working from home or remotely has 

become the new normal and pandemic offers profound uncertainties, at least for the near future, 

small businesses need to emphasize their capabilities and resources to conduct their job 

correctly (Calabrese, 2020). Small firms can disrupt their businesses by having a distributed, 

delegated, and motivated workforce to encourage intrapreneurship and innovation, address new 

gaps in the market and capitalize on them (Manning, 2020). A distributed workforce can be 

implemented for small firms by bringing in a set of available employees beyond the restrictions 

of conventional office time-zone and setup. By demonstrating a definite sense of ownership 

and responsibility for their work, they can serve products productively. They can organize 

various meetings, webinars, workshops by installing and upgrading their work tools, software 

and applications.  

The pandemic has already largely disrupted, reshaped, and reformed small firm 

sectors. More than anything else, the small firms need intellectual capital in the form of 

expertise and specialized tacit knowledge to stay within the competition in the marketplace 

during the crisis period. The knowledge can appear from diverse perspectives such as branding, 

customer relationship, resource-management, supply chain management, new product 

development, software algorithms, strategic alliance, unique procedure, and many more. 

Regardless of the perspectives, the know-how should be well-guarded and copyrighted 

(Kerwin, 2019). Given the pandemic challenges, collaboration with other organizations may 

serve as a crucial strategy for small firms. They need to adopt networking capabilities (NC), a 

dynamic capability to create and sustain inter-organizational relationships (Mitrega et al., 

2017). The strategy is significant for them to avail greater access to resources. Successful 

collaborations among the small businesses can be ensured (Adomako et al., 2018) with various 

business partners, such as suppliers and customers.  

By adopting the framework proposed in Figure 1, it can be expected that the destitute 

small firms can be revived and give a fresh start during the post-pandemic era with the 

improved networked structure, distributed workforce, agile leadership, cluster economy, 

intellectual capital, and government support. From the government’s side, besides announcing 

collateral-free loans and necessary subsidies to the micro, small and medium-sized enterprises 

(MSME), they need to ensure that the benefits are reaching and making sense to every intended 

participant of the sector (Sipahi, 2020) and help combat the disastrous situation more 

effectively (Ganatra et al., 2020). It is crucial to implement the framework with the necessary 

tracking mechanism so that the measures reach every small business and be beneficial for all 

the stakeholders of the economy of Bangladesh. 

Conclusion 

While the pandemic impacts businesses of all sizes, small enterprises are hit especially hard 

due to pre-existing vulnerabilities and lower resilience. The small firms must go a long way to 

revive and survive during the pandemic, but a 360-degree policy intrusion followed by 

necessary actions should be immediately implemented. Finding the root cause of the challenges 

should be the first step. The revival framework offered in this paper will only make sense for 

the small businesses when each of the actors in that model works to support each other and 
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boost the confidence of small firms to be the most impactful contributor to the country’s GDP. 

Speedy recovery of the small businesses must be the top priority for ensuring a sustainable 

economy for our more incredible benefits. The managerial implication of the study is to 

enhance the flexibility, responsiveness, and contingent strategic decision-making capability of 

the entrepreneurs to be better able to weather the post-pandemic crisis and ensure better 

survival and growth of their small firms. 
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