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[bookmark: _Toc1035577]ABSTRACT:

The purpose of this thesis was to study organizational learning in Finnish SMEs during Covid-19 pandemic. The pandemic was chosen as the point of view, since it was the critical incident, which originally started the process of organizational learning in three SMEs interviewed in this study. 

Organizational learning is identified in the literature as the creation of new knowledge, systems and structures inside the organization. Organizational learning can be seen as a product of strategy work and strategizing. Strategy as practice is a research stream which is specialized in the actual doing of the strategy. The theory of strategy as practice consists of three elements: practitioners (strategists), practices (tools) and praxis (place). Organizational knowledge has been studied by multiple researchers. In this thesis the phenomenon was studied through the 5I framework which consists of five different stages of organizational learning. These stages were intuiting, interpreting, integrating, institutionalizing and intertwining. Strategy as practice and organizational learning is synthesized as one theory and that theory was used in this study as the grounding theory. 

This study was a qualitative research and for that reason, three different Finnish SMEs were interviewed to create empirical data to strengthen the understanding of the studied phenomenon. The Companies were selected by using industries that had been mostly affected by the pandemic. The interviews were held in summer 2022. The style of the interviews was semi-structured and in-depth, which is characteristic for qualitative research. 

The findings witnessed that the organizational processes followed the same structure as in the 5I framework. The reason for the learning to occur in the companies, was Covid-19 and its pressure for a change. Strategic renewal process was initiated in the practitioner´s mind and at the end of the process, the new processes were institutionalized to the companies. It was also witnessed that high level of strategic resilience helped the interviewed companies to survive the Covid-19 pandemic. 
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Tiivistelmä:

Tämän lopputyön tarkoituksena oli tutkia organisaation oppimista suomalaisissa pienissä ja keskisuurissa yrityksissä Covid-19 pandemian aikaan. Pandemia valittiin näkökulmaksi, sillä se oli se kriittinen tapahtuma, joka sai aikaan organisaation oppimisprosessin niissä kolmessa pienyrityksessä, joita tähän työhön haastateltiin.

Organisaation oppiminen on identifioitu kirjallisuudessa uuden tiedon, systeemien ja rakenteiden luomiseksi organisaatiossa. Organisaation oppiminen on strategian ja strategia työn lopputuote. Strategiaa käytännössä on teoriasuuntaus, jonka tarkastelupisteenä on strategian tekeminen. Strategiaa käytännössä sisältää kolme eri osa-aluetta: tekijät (strategistit), käytännöt (työkalut) ja käytänteet (paikat). Organisaation osaamista on tutkittu monissa eri tutkimuksissa, monien eri tutkijoiden toimesta. Tässä lopputyössä organisaation oppimista tutkittiin 5i-työkalun avulla, joka sisältää viisi eri tasoa organisaation oppimiseen. Nämä viisi eri tasoa ovat intuitio, tulkinta, integrointi, institutionalisointi ja yhteen kietoutuminen ulkopuolisten sidosryhmien kanssa. Strategiaa käytännössä ja organisaation oppiminen yhdistettiin tässä työssä ja sitä käytettiin tässä pohjateoriana. 

Tämä tutkimus oli kvalitatiivinen tutkimus, jonka vuoksi kolmea eri Pk-yritystä haastateltiin. Haastattelut toimivat tämän tutkimuksen informaationa siihen, että organisaation oppimista voisi ymmärtää syvemmin. Yritykset valittiin tähän työhön niiden alojen perusteella. Alat, jotka valittiin tähän tutkimukseen, olivat eniten murroksen alla pandemian vuoksi. Haastattelut pidettiin kesällä 2022. Haastattelut olivat puolistukturoituja syvähaastatteluja, joita yleensä käytetään kvalitatiivisessa tutkimuksessa.

Tämän tutkimuksen löydökset paljastivat, että organisaation oppimisprosessi seurasi samaa kaavaa, joka oli nähtävillä 5I-työkalussa.  Muutosprosessi yrityksissä lähti liikkeelle koronan luoman muutospaineen vuoksi. Strateginen uudistamisprosessi lähti ensin yksilön omasta intuitiosta, josta se siirtyi koko organisaation oppimiseen. Haastattelut paljastivat myös, että strateginen joustavuus auttoi yrityksiä selviämään koronapandemiasta. 

	AVAINSANAT: Strategia käytännössä, Organisaation oppiminen, Pk-yritys, Covid-19
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It was at the end of year 2019, when the news about a virus started to spread around the world. The consequences of that virus were unknown at that time. In the beginning of 2020, the first virus-case was confirmed in Finland and it did not take long when everything was shut down (Pekonen, 2022). The words “lockdown” and “quarantine” were not familiar words to Finnish people, but were now the reality (Donthu & Gustafsson, 2020; Gössling et al., 2020). Finnish companies were afraid about the future, since no one was allowed to go anywhere. Coffeeshops and restaurants were empty, gym memberships were put into hold and festivals were postponed to another year, because of the restrictions (Regional State Administrative Agency, 2020; Donthu & Gustafsson, 2020; Gössling et al., 2020). Especially SMEs were struggling, since they had less resources to quickly change their operations to match to the new force: Covid-19 (Caballero-Morales, 2021). 

Covid-19 started as a virus spreading around the world but in March 2020, WHO declared it as a pandemic (BBC, 2020). The Covid-19 pandemic was not the first pandemic. The spanish flu and the plague are the known pandemics in the past (Wallius, 2018; Wallius, 2020). The pandemic, as well as any other crisis, changes business markets (Heinonen & Strandvik, 2020). The reason for the market to change, is the changing behavior amongst the consumers. The consumers were forced to change the behavior, since economies were put in hold. (Donthu & Gustafsson, 2020) The industries that were mostly affected by the pandemic were travel, culture and sports industries (Donthu & Gustafsson, 2020; Nicola et al., 2020). In 2020, many companies were forced to file for bankruptcy (Tucker, 2020). The companies were phasing difficult times which forced them to change their operations and learn new ways to do business (Caballero-Morales, 2021). 

In Finland, the number of bankruptcies were moderate during pandemic. However, the number of companies closing their business, was higher in 2020-2021 than in 2019. (Veistämö, 2022). Finnvera, which offers financing for companies, started to prepare to increase the help for companies (Finnvera, 2020). According to Talouselämä (2021), the government was too slow to answer to the crisis, and companies were struggling. According to the research conducted by Statistics Finland, many entrepreneurs felt they were left alone and the pandemic was affecting them mentally and financially (Pärnänen, 2022).


[bookmark: _Toc116583238]Background and motivation of the study 
The purpose of this thesis was to study how Finnish SMEs have learned during the pandemic. The pandemic was a current issue in all fields of research (Brainard, 2022). It was the reason for choosing it as the theme for this thesis. While the pandemic was one of a kind of crisis, and could not have been predicted, the environment has shown the power to change companies in a blink of an eye (Donthu & Gustafsson, 2020). Earlier crises have been changing businesses, and even the most solvent companies have not survived. The fall of the Lehman Brothers in 2008, might be the most known shock in the financial history (Haas & Horen, 2012; Geiß et al., 2016).

The survival, of a company in times of crisis, depends on many things. Some say it is pure luck, but some say it is the knowledge and know-how of the managers (Ma, 2002). In a study conducted by Visentin et al. (2021), the authors found, that managers, were slackened by the power of the Covid-19 crisis. During and after crises, it is important to seek ways to match business operations to the new environment (Gaballero-Morales, 2021). 

According to Ghemawat (1986), for a company to survive, it needs to outperform others which translates to sustainable competitive advantage. It is something companies seek to achieve, when planning better operations in relation to their competitors. According to Hall (1993) and Collis (1995), sustainable competitive advantage can be gained with the right organizational capabilities. Hall (1993) explains organization´s resilience as one of the capabilities. Diedrich et al. (2021) found, that during Covid-19, high level of strategic resilience was the factor, what separated successful companies from others. According to Chen et al. (2021) resilience is important aspect in companies to survive crises. Resilience leads to success during crises, because companies are faster to answer to the changes in the business environment. Strategic resilience is about keeping up with the changes and moderating business operations accordingly (Hamel & Välikangas, 2003). One definition about resilience is that it is about the crisis management. It is also about the organization´s ability to tolerate crisis. (Hämäläinen & Vataja, 2020) The research by Diedrich et al. (2021) witnessed that the pandemic was a wakeup call for many companies, because it showed the lack of strategic resilience in them. 

Strategy research suggest that a company´s strategy is the plan to help companies achieve sustainable competitive advantage. A strategy, that has been modified to fit to different situations (a resilient strategy), will create safer environment for the company to operate in. A company, whose strategy has been modified to fit to current environmental situations, will survive and have competitive advantage. (Coyne, 1986; Johnson et al. 2017, p. 4) A research conducted by Bradley et al. (2020) revealed that companies which were more forward looking and were planning ahead, had better economical results during the pandemic. This means that strategy work conducted in companies, helped them to survive the crisis and outperform competitors. 

During the pandemic, companies were pushed to change operations and their strategic resilience was put into a test (Heinonen & Strandvik, 2020; Diedrich et al., 2021). Small and medium-sized companies (SMEs) might not have enough people or the know-how to change operations quickly (Jones & Macpherson, 2006). According to Caballero-Morales (2021), SMEs were affected by the pandemic more than bigger companies. Therefore, SMEs were chosen as the main focus in this thesis. 

When a company is changing its operations and the new procedure is implemented to the whole organization, organizational learning occurs (Argote et al., 2003). According to Bhaskara and Filimonau (2021), organizational learning and resilience walks hand in hand. Learning in organizations is about modifying and testing new business operations, which will eventually become a basic function of the organization (Levinthal & March, 1993).  Crossan et al. (1999) investigated that the organizational learning goes from intuition to institutions. In other words, learning moves from individual knowledge to group knowledge, and at the end, leads to organizational learning. Their framework of 4I´s (intuition, interpreting, integration, institutionalizing) explains how knowledge is transferred to organizational level. 

In some cases, organizational learning is investigated through the strategy as practice-theory (SAP), since it is the strategy work which will eventually lead to organizational learning (Versiani et al., 2018). According to the research conducted by Jones and Macpherson (2006), organizational learning in SMEs differs from bigger companies. The authors have extended the Crossan et al. (1999) framework (4I) to 5I -framework to better match to the research of organizational learning in SMEs. Both strategy work and organizational learning require human interaction, which will occur within the company. In this thesis this interaction was investigated through both of these theories. Versiani et al. (2018) explained how organizational learning occurs in strategy making process by using the Crossan et al´s. (1999) 4I. In this thesis, this framework and Jones and Macpherson´s (2006) 5I was combined to create the theory foundation of this study. 

[bookmark: _Toc116583239]Research questions
The research question of this thesis is as follows:

RQ: How Finnish SMEs have learned during COVID-19?

To elaborate the research question, the following sub questions were formed to investigate the level of organizational learning in each stages of the SAP - framework.

Sub questions:

Practitioners

Who are the practitioners, and how do they create the OL in the organization?

Praxis

What are the praxes, in the organization and how do they help to create OL?

Practices

What are the practices, and how do they help to create OL?

The SAP- framework helps to research each step of the organization´s strategic renewal process (organizational learning), which is the reason the framework was chosen for this thesis. The research questions were formulated around the theories of OL and SAP, which will help to create understanding of the phenomenon to be studied. 

[bookmark: _Toc116583240]Structure of the study
In table 1, the structure of this thesis is presented. This study started with the introduction of the research. Two different frameworks were used in this thesis and in chapter 2, the frameworks are presented and then synthesized at the end of the chapter. The methodology is then presented in chapter 3. In the fourth chapter, the findings are explained. The paper is then concluded in chapter 5.





[bookmark: _Toc116583287]Table 1 Structure of the study
	Chapter
	Name

	1
	Introduction

	2
	Theoretical framework

	3
	Methodology

	4
	Findings

	5
	Conclusions

	
	References & Appendices






[bookmark: _Toc116583241]Theoretical framework

This part of the thesis is divided into three different sections. Firstly, the SAP -literature is presented, in order to understand the three factors in the organization´s strategy process. The SAP introduction is followed by the OL literature which will explain how OL occurs inside the organization. At the end of the theory chapter, a synthesis will be made to connect the SAP and OL together, to create a grounding theory before the empirical data is presented. 

[bookmark: _Toc116583242]Strategy as practice
Strategy is an research area which is highly diverse, because of many different research streams (Whittington, 1996).  Many authors have defined strategy as something a firm has (Table 2). There are also definitions for strategy to be something that is done in the organizations. In other words, strategy is an activity to become better (Table 3). 

[bookmark: _Toc116583288]Table 2 Examples of firm´s strategy definitions  (Johnson et al., 2017, p. 4)
	Explanation
	Author/Year

	“… The determination of the long-run goals and objectives of an enterprise and the adoption of courses of action and the allocation of recourses necessary for carrying out these goals.”
	Chandler, 1963

	“A Firms theory about how to gain competitive advantages”
	Ducker, 1994

	“A pattern in a stream of decisions.”
	Mintzberg, 2007

	“The long-term direction of an organization.”
	Johnson et al., 2007, p.4



[bookmark: _Toc116583289]Table 3 Alternative examples firm´s strategy definitions (Johnson et al., 2017, p. 4)
	Explanation
	Author/year

	“Competitive strategy is about being different. It means deliberately choosing a different set of activities to deliver a unique mix of value.”
	Porter, 1996

	“Strategy is something that people in organizations “do” rather that something organizations have”
	Hendry, Kiel & Nicholson, 2010



As Whittington (1996) explains, strategy research firstly focused on planning the direction of the organization. The planning approach was followed by the policy and process schools, which emphasized the diversification and change of companies. Then, the focus started to shift towards more practical perspective. The practice approach focused on the actual doing of strategy and the implications, what was needed in the strategy work. 

Strategy as practice (SAP) differs from the basic strategy literature as it is more socially constructed action. SAP investigates all factors inside the strategy making process, not just the created strategy. SAP leans strongly towards the process school but takes more practice perspective. (Vaara & Whittington, 2012) As Jarzabkowski (2005, p.15) explains, SAP research forgets the economic point of view and focuses purely on the doing of strategy and the strategists themselves. 

As visually presented in Figure 1, SAP includes three different factors: the practitioner, the praxis and the practices. Practitioners are the people around strategy. The praxis is the methodology in the strategy work conducted by the practitioners. The practices indicate to the tools which are used in the process. (Vaara & Whittington, 2012) Strategy making, also known as strategizing, includes the elements mentioned above. In order to create strategy, there needs to be the people, the process and the tools. (Jarzabkowski et al., 2007)


[bookmark: _Toc116583274]Figure 1 Strategy as practice 

[bookmark: _Toc116583243]Practitioner

A broad term, for a practitioner, is a strategist (Whittington, 1996) and the  strategist is the person doing the strategy (Jarzabkowski et al., 2007; Järventie-Thesleff, et al, 2014). Jarzabkovski (2005, p. 19-20) names a few strategists usually identified in the literature: middle- and top managers, employees and consultants, who act inside the organization. But the practitioner can also be a regulator or a consumer, who does not act directly in the strategy work, but might change the organization strategic wise. The most formal opinion in the SAP literature is that the practitioners are the top managers. This is because the top managers are the ones dealing with strategic issues. (Vaara & Whittington, 2012; Jarzabkowski et al., 2007) Netz et al. (2020) talk about management teams as practitioners. 

Vaara and Whittington (2012) also state that there is a meaning in involving the middle managers to strategy work. The middle managers are thought to have a crucial role, when it comes to strategic choices. The middle managers usually work in the customer interface, dealing with customers more closely than top managers. This gives the middle managers the opportunity to access different kinds of data which might be relevant to the strategy work. 

[bookmark: _Toc116583244]Praxis
The praxis is the place where the strategizing occurs. As was mentioned before, the strategy process can be an action or sequence of actions (also known as the practices, which will be explained in the next section).  Vaara and Whittington (2012) mention that the praxis is the sequential episodes of strategic choices. The praxis is also called the methodologies of strategy process which happens in socially constructed situations. The praxis is the social action of the practitioners.  (Kearner, Harrington & Kelliher, 2018)

Praxis can take place in multiple different situations conducted by the practitioners. According to Wolf and Floyd (2013), praxis can happen in strategic planning meetings or workshops. Vaara and Whittington (2012) list that praxis can happen in meetings and in informal interaction between the top management and middle management. The praxis is not always a planned action. It can also be emergent and casual set of action, meaning that the praxis can also be gossiping and rumoring. The praxis explains the motivation behind the strategic choices and where does the strategies stem from (Da Costa et al., 2019). 

[bookmark: _Toc116583245]Practices
Practitioners, praxis and practices are highly dependent on each other. The practices occur in the praxis by the practitioners. (Vaara & Whittington, 2012; Da Costa et al, 2019; Wolf & Floyd, 2013) They are identified by Golsorkhi et al (2010) as “routinized types of behavior drawn upon in the concrete doing of strategy” (p.5). Practices can also be identified as the tools and methods around strategy process (Mantere, 2005; Suddaby et al., 2013). Strategy literature presents multiple different tools which can be used as the practices (Johnson et al., 2017, p. 33-185; Vaara & Whittington, 2012; Kearney et al., 2019; Da Costa et al., 2019; Spee & Jarzabkowski, 2009). 

The selection of the tools in strategy process can vary between organizations. Spee and Jarzabkowski (2009) explain that different types of tools and methods are used in the organization by their purpose. But, organizations might have different purposes, meanings and interpretations, when using the tools. Tools can be used for different strategic tasks such as solving problems or analyzing. One purpose is that tools can be used for helping discussions during the praxis. 

The selection of the tools in the strategy process should be based on the need of the company. But Jarzabkowski and Kaplan (2015) state that the selection of the tool is sometimes based on the competences of practitioners. The strategists are only using the tools they know how to use. This means that the selection is not always dependent on the situation and sometimes the decision is not rational.

Jarzabkowski and Kaplan (2015) explain the usage of the tools as demonstrated in Figure 2. Affordance of tools means that tools can be used not only as they are meant to be used, but also in other ways. This means that tools can have multiple purposes. Agency of actors are the users of the tools. In other words, the actors are the practitioners in SAP. In selection of the tools there is an interrelationship between selection, application and outcomes. Hence, all the factors are affecting the choices of tools. The authors explain that application of some tool leads to different outcomes, which leads to selection of the same tool in the future. This means that the framework helps managers to learn from the tools and their usage. 








[bookmark: _Toc93220210][bookmark: _Toc116583275]Figure 2 Strategy tools-in-use (adapted from Jarzabkowski & Kaplan, 2015)

Until this point, this paper has explained the SAP-framework. To sum it up, SAP includes three different factors: practitioners, praxis and practices. SAP is a social act and requires the people in it. The people in SAP are called the practitioners. The strategy work itself happens in the praxis. In the praxis, the practitioners make the strategy by using different practices. This study now continues to the introduction of the organizational learning (OL) framework.

[bookmark: _Toc116583246]Organizational learning
Organizational learning is described in a few different ways depending on the interest of the researcher. Argote et al. (2003) investigated the OL as managing knowledge in organizations which means that the OL is about creating and transferring the knowledge across the organization. The research of Argote et al. (2003) focused on the relationships between different units of the organization, and how the knowledge transferred between them. Crossan et al. (1999) researched OL through strategic renewal (SR) in organizations. Taylor et al. (2010) argue that OL is necessary if the organization wants to achieve competitive advantage.

The term organizational learning is explained as “…the process through which organizations change or modify their mental models, rules, processes or knowledge, maintaining or improving their performance” (Chiva et al., 2013, p. 689). According to Škerlavaj et al. (2007), OL is about creating new knowledge amongst the individuals in the organization. It is also about modifying the existing knowledge to better fit to the organization in different situations. And that is why OL is important for businesses, due to the changing environments and the unpredictable nature of the business world (Basten & Haamann, 2018). Organizations which have a strong culture of learning, acknowledge the changes in the environment. Therefore, they make adjustments in their operations quicklier than competitors. Hence, organizational learning can create competitive advantages against competitors. (Basten & Haamann, 2018)

Lawrence et al. (2005) explain OL as a process, where the knowledge is firstly created in an individual level. After that, it leads to group level learning. At the end of the process, organizational learning is created. In OL, there are two types of learning processes. Organizations can learn from 1) internal or 2) external environments. (Cheng et al., 2014) Internal learning occurs when individuals learn from others inside the organization (Cheng et al., 2014; Basten & Haamann, 2018), whereas learning from the outside environment happens when the organization analyzes and evaluates the environments it is in (Cheng et al., 2014). 

Crossan et al. (1999) created the 4I-framework which can be used to explain how OL happens in organizations. In the framework, there are four different processes that lead to organizational learning. The processes are named as intuiting, interpreting, integrating and institutionalizing. 

In Table 4, the process of OL is explained. In individual level, OL firstly happens trough experiences. From the experiences, different types of metaphors and images are drawn. After that, the individuals create conversations with others to share the understanding. From the mutual understanding, new routines and rules of the organizations are built. (Crossan et al., 1999).

[bookmark: _Toc94443397][bookmark: _Toc116583290]Table 4 Learning in organizations (Crossan et al., 1999)
	Level
	Process
	Inputs/Outcomes

	Individual
	Intuiting
	Experiences 
Images
Metaphors

	Individual
	Interpreting
	Language
Cognitive map
Conversation/dialogue

	Group
	Integrating
	Shared understanding
Mutual adjustment
Interactive systems

	Organization
	Institutionalizing
	Routines
Diagnostic Systems
Rules and procedures



Since the main issue of this thesis is to investigate how learning occurs in SMEs, the Jones and Macpherson´s (2006) research “Inter-organizational Learning and Strategic Renewal in SMEs” is a good guideline. The research extends the Crossan et al.´s (1999) 4I -model to better fit to smaller organizations. 

The reason for the extension of the 4I -model is the challenges that SMEs face, when it comes to strategic renewal process. Jones and Macpherson (2006) argue that SMEs are usually managed by the owner-manager (OM). Therefore, the SMEs might lack the knowledge of strategic renewal tools and techniques, whereas larger companies might have experts hired to help with these issues. The issue is the lack of knowledge about the external environment and the opportunities and threats the company might be facing. 

In Table 5, the Jones and Macpherson´s (2006) four steps for SME learning is listed. In their research, they found that critical incident or crisis led to realization that change is needed. The OM’s also were able to recognize that they needed knowledge from outside and then “opened up” for the external help (p.166). The internal knowledge was created inside the organization creating organizational learning. The knowledge was then institutionalized with the interorganizational help. 

[bookmark: _Toc116583291]Table 5 How change is managed in SMEs by Jones and Macpherson (2006, p.166)
	
	

	1
	“A critical incident prompted managerial action”

	2
	“OM recognized the need to access external knowledge and ‘opened-up’ to sources of new knowledge (customers, suppliers etc.)”

	3
	“Internal systems and structures were created to share knowledge (from individual to organizational learning)”

	4
	“Systems and structures were institutionalized with the assistance of external organizations (customers, suppliers etc.)”



Hence, Jones and Macpherson (2006) extended the Crossan et al.´s (1999) 4I -framework to 5I -framework (Table 6). They added one phase (intertwining) more to the framework, because of the findings they made in their study. Intertwining relates to learning “not just within organizational boundaries” (p.168). The study indicates that SMEs need interorganizational learning to continue OL and to gain competitive advantages.



[bookmark: _Toc116583292]Table 6 Jones and Macpherson´s (2006) 5I learning framework
	Level
	Process
	Inputs/Outcomes

	Individual
	Intuiting
	Experiences 
Images
Metaphors

	Individual
	Interpreting
	Language
Cognitive map
Conversation/dialogue

	Group
	Integrating
	Shared understanding
Mutual adjustment
Interactive systems

	Organization
	Institutionalizing
	Routines
Diagnostic Systems
Rules and procedures

	Inter-Organization
	Intertwining
	Interorganizational knowledge



This section has now presented organizational learning and how it differs between SMEs and larger organizations. Earlier in this paper, strategy as practice framework was explained. The paper continues now to synthesis of the two framework (SAP and OL) and explains their importance to this thesis. 

[bookmark: _Toc116583247]Synthesis
In this section, the SAP and OL theories are synthesized to create the grounding theory for the empirical research. To understand the learning aspect in SAP, this chapter is divided by the three factors in SAP and explained how the learning occurs in all factors. 

The reason for choosing the theories was their relevance for the subject of this thesis. The main objective for the thesis was to find how the SMEs have learned during the pandemic and research it through the SAP -framework. The reason for the selection of strategy as the main point of view was that strategy is described as the main tool for gaining competitive advantages. Schäffer and Wilauer (2003) explain that strategic planning is part of the organization´s learning process and therefore OL is critical aspect in gaining competitive advantage. 


OL

[bookmark: _Toc116583276]Figure 3 Where OL happens in SAP (Versiani et al., 2018)

According to Versiani et al. (2018), OL is the interaction between the organization and its environment. Whereas strategizing is the organization analyzing the problems arising from the environment. OL is the final product of strategizing. 
 
Both OL and SAP have been identified learning as a social act (Brown & Duguid, 1991; Burgelman et al., 2018; Spee & Jarzabkowski, 2011). As was explained further, OL happens between individuals in an organization, who will create mutual understanding trough different types of planning activities (Crossan et al., 1999). SAP is a planning activity which happens within the praxis by the practitioners (Suddaby et al., 2013). Therefore, SAP is a way for organizations to learn from others and to create the mutual knowledge between the individuals.  Next, this paper explains how OL occurs in different elements of the SAP -framework. 

[bookmark: _Toc116583248]Practitioners
Crossan et al. (1999) explain that the learning firstly happens in the individual level (Table 7). This means that  the individual first starts intuiting knowledge trough experiences, images and metaphors. In SAP, the individual is the practitioner and in SMEs it is usually the OM as Jones and Macpherson (2006) explained. The goal for the individual is to start interpreting the knowledge through the conversation with others. This means that the practitioner starts the dialogue with others in the organization. The idea is to move the knowledge from one practitioner to another. 

[bookmark: _Toc116583293]Table 7 Individual level learning in SMEs (Jones & Macpherson, 2006)
	Level
	Process
	Inputs/Outcomes

	Individual
	Intuiting
	Experiences 
Images
Metaphors

	Individual
	Interpreting
	Language
Cognitive map
Conversation/dialogue




In the individual level, the practitioner firstly starts to experience pattern recognition consciously or subconsciously (Crossan et al., 1999). Jones and Macpherson (2006) explained that in order to create OL, the organizations need the human capital. This is the practitioner´s knowledge. But it also needs the social capital which are the systems within the organization. Those systems create the reason, how OL can happen in organizations. Systems are the socially constructed situations, in which the practitioner can interpret the learning from the experiences to dialogue. In SAP those systems are the praxis and the practices. They help the individual practitioner interpret the knowledge to integration and institutionalization. 

[bookmark: _Toc116583249]Praxis and practices
Interpretation from the practitioner can happen in the praxis by using the practices in the strategy context (Versiani et al., 2018). According to Versiani et al. (2018), the learning cycle of the organization starts with one practitioner and move then to interpreting and integrating trough the praxis and practices to create institutionalization (Table 8). This is the final product of the OL.  Jones and Macpherson (2006) added the intertwining as one of the levels in OL, because OL occurs differently in SMEs. Since this thesis focuses on SMEs, the intertwining process needed to be taken into account.

[bookmark: _Toc116583294]Table 8 Group level learning in SMEs (Jones & Macpherson, 2006)
	Level
	Process
	Inputs/Outcomes

	Group
	Integrating
	Shared understanding
Mutual adjustment
Interactive systems

	Organization
	Institutionalizing
	Routines
Diagnostic Systems
Rules and procedures

	Inter-Organization
	Intertwining
	Interorganizational learning



Intertwining in SMEs is searching for external knowledge. The external knowledge can come from customers, suppliers or from example accountants. (Jones & Macpherson, 2006) In SAP, the practitioner can be identified also as an external resource which changes the organization strategically (Jarzabkovski 2004). According to Jones and Macpherson (2006), learning not only within the organizational boundaries, SMEs can gain different types of new external knowledge. SMEs using only intra-organizational knowledge might be lacking this kind of knowledge and be more narrow-minded. 

[bookmark: _Toc116583250]SAP and OL 
The foundation of this thesis is to combine the Jones´ and Macpherson´s (2006) and Versiani´s et al. (2018) framework together to investigate how SMEs have learned during Covid-19. The reason for choosing these two frameworks is because the emphasis in these frameworks is the same as it is in this thesis. Jones and Macpherson´s (2006) framework extended the Crossan et al. (1999) 4I to 5I for a better match to researching OL in SMEs. Versiani et al. (2018) combined the SAP and OL together. 

In Figure 4, SAP and OL are combined by using the Jones and Macpherson´s (2006) and Versiani et al.´s (2018) learning cycles. According to Versiani et al. (2018), the four factors (intuiting, interpreting, integrating and institutionalizing) are, where the practices and the praxis play a role. Also, intertwining was added to the figure because of its relevance to SMEs learning process (Jones & Macpherson, 2006). In Versiani et al.´s (2018) study, they found that inside the praxis, the learning loops occur. The learning loops create OL.
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[bookmark: _Toc116583277]Figure 4 SAP and OL in SMEs (adapted from Jones & Macpherson, 2006; Versiani et al., 2018)

Intuiting

Since intuiting occurs in the individual level, the learning loop between the praxis and the practices happens within the practitioner himself/herself. According to Crossan and Berdrow (2003), it is difficult to investigate what happens in one´s mind, especially subconsciously. But they found that the practitioners had the knowledge of past patterns and possible future possibilities. This means that in the intuiting phase, the practioner was able to create thought of how to change the organization strategically. Crossan et al. (1999) call this thought a “stimuli” which comes from the environment.

As was explained, praxis is the place for strategizing (Vaara & Whittington, 2012). In the intuiting phase, the praxis occurs in the thoughts of the practitioner (Figure 5). The practices, for example opportunity recognition and future possibilities, might come from the practitioner´s ability to make assumptions, when mirroring past events. The practices are explained in the literature as the tools used in the strategy work, but in the intuiting phase, the “tools” are in the mind of the practitioner (Versiani et al., 2018; Crossan & Berdrow, 2003; Suddaby et al., 2013)


[bookmark: _Toc116583278]Figure 5 Intuiting and SAP

Interpreting

In this phase, the practitioner interprets the thoughts of intuition to themselves or others in the organization. In other words, the practitioner explains ideas more understandably (Crossan & Berdrow, 2003) In the intuiting phase, the idea is in non-verbal form. In the interpreting phase, the idea becomes to a verbal form (Jones & Macpherson, 2006). 

According to Crossan et al. (1999) the interpreting can happen in conversations. Those conversations are part of the practices in the strategizing process, since the knowledge is shared with the group.  Burgelman et al. (2018) explained that strategy practices can be, for example, a PowerPoint presentation explaining the intuition made in one’s mind (Figure 6). 


[bookmark: _Toc116583279]Figure 6 Interpreting and SAP

Integrating 

According to Crossan et al. (1999), integrating occurs in the group level. The difference between interpreting and integrating is that in the integration, actions and dialogue together are crucial. This means that the group creates mutual understanding through actions. 

Consequently, the praxis is at the group level. At this stage, the praxis can be ad hoc dialogue or actions taken by the group of practitioners (Figure 7). Even though Crossan et al. (1999) explained that the integration is ad hoc and informal, some action in integration is significant to the organization and there it will be institutionalized. 




[bookmark: _Toc116583280]Figure 7 Integrating and SAP

Institutionalizing

The final process in the Crossan et al.´s (1999) 4I model is institutionalizing. It happens when the integration of actions are seen important for the company. Then, those actions in the individual and group level are institutionalized. These institutions in the organizations are for example the systems, structures, procedures and strategy. 

The praxis is at the organization level. Dutta and Crossan (2005) explained that this phase is where the actual strategic choices are made. The practices can be performed, for example, in meetings or workshops. In this level, plans made in the integration level are put into action and institutionalized throughout the organization (Figure 8). Institutionalizing happens over time.


[bookmark: _Toc116583281]Figure 8 Institutionalizing and SAP

Intertwining

The Crossan et al.´s (1999) 4I framework ends with the institutionalizing process. Jones and Macpherson´s (2006) 5I framework continues to an intertwining process which is normally used in SMEs. Jones and Macpherson (2006) explain, the final step in managing change in SMEs is the intertwining process with external help (Table 5.). 

Jones and Macpherson (2006) addressed intertwining as “opening-up” to external recourses. This type of action is used to get better knowledge about the external environment and feedback about the issues in the organization. With “opening-up”, Jones and Macpherson (2006) mean that the company can use benchmarking to find the best practices in the industry (Figure 9).


[bookmark: _Toc116583282]Figure 9 Intertwining and SAP

Jones and Macpherson (2006) also explain that the intertwining process in SMEs can have three types of learning: mimetic learning, normative learning and coercive learning. Mimetic learning occurs as benchmarking the best practices in the industry. Normative learning is following the industry standard. Coercive learning is adopting knowledge from outside organization (customers or suppliers) and their pressure to learning and change. 

To conclude the theory part of this thesis, organizational learning and sustainable competitive advantage are connected to each other. Organizational learning first occurs in the individual’s mind (practitioner) from where it is transferred to group knowledge (practitioners). If the knowledge is seen important for the company and its survival, it is then institutionalized through the whole company to create organizational knowledge. 

Part of the organizational learning occurs as strategy of the company which is why SAP was introduced in the first part of the theory chapter. Strategy itself, explains the reason for the company´s existence. Strategy work consists of the practitioners, practices and praxis, which are the people, the tools and the situations around the strategy. 

Organizational learning in SMEs is divided into five different steps (intuiting, interpreting, integrating, institutionalizing and intertwining). All five steps consist of the same three factors as in SAP (practitioners, practices and praxis). Organizational learning differs between SMEs and bigger organizations, since SMEs usually need intra-organizational help. 


[bookmark: _Toc116583251]Methodology

The purpose of a research is to create understanding of the world around us (Adams et al., 2014, p.3). Moreover, the purpose of this thesis is to create knowledge of how Finnish SMEs have learned during the Covid-19. Adams et al. (2014, p. 5) explain that the methodology is the heart of the research. This section explains the research methodologies used in this study.

[bookmark: _Toc116583252]Research strategy 
In social sciences, there are multiple different ways to conduct a research. Yin (2003,p.1) lists strategies such as case, experimentation, surveys and literature review. He states that the research questions ultimately guide the researcher in the research strategy selection. When research question starts with “how” or “why”, the researcher should select a case study as the research strategy. In this sense, the case study was selected for this thesis, because of the “how”- research question. 

A case study is identified as “a written description of a problem or a situation.” (Rahi, 2017, p.3). Yin (2003, pp.1-2) states that the case study seeks to find why and how some decisions were made in the studied context. There are multiple ways to conduct a case study. Tellis (1997) explain that case studies can have single or multiple cases. In single  case study, the researcher investigates only one selected case, for example one company. In multiple case study there is more than one case to be studied (Yin, 2003, p.46). 

A single case study should be chosen when there is a clear case for the study. This means that sometimes one case is so unique that is should be studied as a sole. Multiple case study can be a comparative study. This type of study is said to be more credible compared to the single case study. In the multiple case study, the research can investigate whether the phenomenon occurs in other cases also. (Yin, 2003, pp. 46-47) Multiple case study was selected for this thesis, because the study seeks to find answers on a larger scale.

Case study strategy has had its share of criticism. Verschuren (2001) studied the ambiguities within the case studies. The critique is especially pointed towards the single case studies, because of lack of evidence (Telli, 1997; Verchuren, 2001). Verchuren (2001) points out that many authors explicitly use a multiple case study to avoid that problem. On the other hand, Yin (2003, pp. 46-47) explains that multiple case studies have their own problems. He states that single case study is the only study method which can investigate a rare case on its own, whereas multiple case study is not able to do so. The multiple case study was chosen as the method because the issues with credibility wanted to be tackled. 

[bookmark: _Toc116583253]Research approach
The research approach is also based on the research questions the study seeks answers to (Saunders et al., 2019, p. 152). Every research needs an existing theory. The research approach explains the use of theory in a study. Saunders et al. (2019, p.152) explain that there are different types of research approaches: deduction, induction and abduction. Deduction indicates to the theory development, whereas induction to theory creation. In abduction approach, the study moves from data to theory and then from theory to data (Dubois & Gadde, 2002). 

While deduction and induction approaches both have positive effects to a study, this particular thesis follows the abduction approach. According to Lawson (2004), the deduction approach is more widely used in researching. But Dubois and Gadde (2002) think that it is better to use abduction approach in case studies because of the non-linearity of a case study. It is important to go back and forth between theory and empirical data to get relevant findings. Therefore, this thesis follows the abduction approach. In this thesis, the main focus is to find the ways SMEs have learned during Covid-19. In this study, two different types of theories have been used and then synthesized to own framework. The 5i - and SAP -frameworks were put together to create the theory part. The empirical data was then collected and transcribed. The study goes from theory to data and then back again in the end to explain the findings.

[bookmark: _Toc116583254]Research method 
When it comes to research methods, according to Adams et al. (2013, p.6) there are two main ways of collecting data. The first method is to collect quantitative data. In quantitative method, the data is in a numerical form. This means that there are larger amounts of samples in the research (Yin, 2006, 116). The second research method is the qualitative method, which is more non-numerical data (Yin, 2006, p. 116; Adams et al., 2013, p. 6). Adams et al. (2013, p. 6) define the qualitative method as a method which focuses on social aspects of the respondents. In some studies, the researcher uses mixed-method to conduct the study. In this method, the study uses both qualitative and quantitative methods. (Douglas, 2010)

The method used in this thesis was qualitative, because of the subject of this thesis. The subject of this thesis indicates that this study researches social phenomenon, which is what qualitative research is about. According to Williams (2007), the qualitative research studies the real-life experiences. Therefore, it helps to create and develop theories. 

Dubois and Gibbert (2009) address that many studies in strategic management follow the quantitative approach, because of different issues regarding the qualitative study. According to them, many authors have claimed that the qualitative method is more prone to reliability and validity issues. However, the qualitative method gives more insights about the studied case/s. In this particular study, the qualitative method gives more deeper understanding of the SMEs studied. 

[bookmark: _Toc116583255]Case selection
A case study usually has three dimensions. In the case study, there is a theory, phenomena to be studied and a case method. The study was formed by the interplay between these three aspects. A study should follows the interplays presented in Figure 10.  Like this research, the abduction approach links the phenomenon (OL in SMEs) to existing theories (OL and SAP) and the case method plays a crucial role. (Dubois & Gibbert, 2009)



[bookmark: _Toc116583283]Figure 10 The interplay between method, theory and phenomena (adapted from Dubois & Gibbert, 2009)

In a qualitative case study, the selection of the cases is more challenging compared to the quantitative study. Cases could be selected purposively or by random. Both of the techniques have ups and downs. While purposively chosen cases risk the study being too biased, the randomized selection might not serve the purpose of the study. By choosing cases randomly, the study might lack the right insights on the matter of the subject.  (Seawright & Gerring, 2008)

According to Seawright and Gerring (2008), there are five different ways for a case selection and analysis: typical, diverse, extreme, deviant and influential. The methods are explained in Table 9.

[bookmark: _Toc116583295]Table 9 Case selection methods (Seawright & Gerring, 2008)
	Method
	Explanation

	Typical
	This type of case selection strategy chooses cases, which are typical within the studied context. 

	Diverse
	This selection style is the opposite to the last one. Here, the researcher wishes to find different types of cases in order to achieve different findings.

	Extreme
	Extreme case selection means finding the most extreme cases in the studied field.

	Deviant
	Deviant method should be selected if the study wants to find surprising findings

	Influential
	Influential case selection method refers to choosing cases by their power and influence in the studied phenomenon.



The case selection used in this thesis follows two different methods. The methods used were typical and diverse selection styles. In this thesis, the cases were selected by focusing on Finnish SMEs (typical). The industries were selected due to the power of the Corona virus to that specific industry (diverse). The industries selected for this thesis were: sport, catering and e-commerce. 

Typical: The case selection is typical  because the three companies chosen were all Finnish SMEs and operating in the same demographical area in Finland. 

Diverse: The case selection is also diverse because the companies were all operating in different industries.

According to Bennet and Elman (2006), studies which investigate a small number of cases, usually have selected cases where the phenomenon is predetermined. This is because the study wants to find answers to the research questions. This type of case selection has received critiques from scholars. The critique is, again, pointed towards the bias of selection and it being too prone to errors in findings. But as many authors have explained, the idea of a qualitative case study is to find answers to the existing phenomena and it is the researchers’ job to make sure the answers are not biased (Bennet & Elman, 2006; Seawright & Gerring, 2008; Starman, 2013). 

Next, the companies are presented and the motive for the selection of the particular cases are presented. Each of the companies are briefly discussed separately. 

Company A: 

Company A was selected due to the interesting industry it is operating in. According to Finnish payment service Paytrail (2020), in the beginning of the pandemic, half of the Finnish people were purchasing products more online than ever. In their survey, they also found that 10 % of the Finnish companies started to move towards more online selling. 

Company A has been operating purely online since it was established. It contains two different companies within the same entrepreneur. The companies were founded in 2011 and it is run by the entrepreneur. The other company operates in B2C markets but only online. The other one also operates solely through Internet but offers products also  in B2B markets. 

According to Company A, they had the best year revenue and profit wise in 2021. The sales went up more than ever during that year and left the entrepreneur with a positive problem with his resources. With a one man company, a continuing growth should lead to organizational learning, since the entrepreneur could not keep up with the pace. 
Company B:

Company B operates in sports industry which was one of the most interesting industries to study during Covid-19. At the start of the pandemic, one sports company in Finland had 70 % loss of its customers. Some of the gyms in Finland were completely closed during the first month of the Covid-19. Gyms offering group training were mostly affected due to restrictions made by the government. (Remes, 2020)

Company B is a gym offering group and sole training. Company B employed two people and the entrepreneur during the pandemic. The pandemic firstly affected the company heavily due to the restrictions made by the government. But the company was able to maintain its operations. It advertised different types of training which ultimately led to organizational learning. 

Company C: 

Company C operates in the catering industry which has also been one of the heavily affected industries during the pandemic. Kuusisto and Liukkonen (2020) stated that the catering industry had sharp decline in their production at the start of the pandemic. By the end of the year 2021, about 10 000 – 25 000 employees had left the catering industry, because of lay-offs. (Nupponen, 2022)

Company C offers lunches, dinners and catering in different events. It employed one person and the two entrepreneurs during Covid-19. It was evident that the company suffered from the pandemic. The entrepreneurs were pushed to lay-off the employee at the start of the pandemic. During the pandemic, the company started to find new ways of doing their business, as many others in the same industry. 
[bookmark: _Toc116583256]Data collection 
In-depth interviews, which is one of the methods in qualitative research, was used for the data collection (Starr, 2012; Denny & Weckesser, 2020). The interviews were conducted with the company representatives face-to-face (Table 10).

[bookmark: _Toc116583296]Table 10 Interviews
	Company
	Date
	Number of interviewees
	Interview duration time
	Place

	A
	Mon
11.7.2022
	1
	35 min
	Face-to-Face

	B
	Tue
19.7.2022
	1
	45 min
	Face-to-Face

	C
	Thu
28.7.2022
	2
	55 min
	Face-to-Face



The interviews were conducted as in-depth and semi-structured. The semi-structured interviews are part of the qualitative research design (Saunders et al., 2007). The interview questions (Appendix 1) were firstly designed as a guiding line for the interview but as interviewees were open to answer the questions, the interview was more of an open conversation, making the interviews semi-structured. 

[bookmark: _Toc116583257]Data analysis
There are different ways to analyze data, when conducting a qualitative case study (Yin, 1989; Lester et al., 2020). Yin (1989) names pattern-matching, explanation-building and times-series analysis which are often used when analyzing data in a case study. There are also other options which are not so often used: analyzing embedded units, making repeated observations and doing a case survey. (pp. 111-116)
The most frequently used mode for analysis is the first mentioned pattern-matching. In this mode, the purpose is to compare empirical data to existing data. In other words, in pattern-matching, the researcher tries to find matching patterns from empirical data (in this case the interviews) and the data found from the existing literature. (Yin, 1989,p. 111-113) As this study had a deductive approach, pattern-matching strategy was chosen as the mode for data analysis. 

Pattern-matching technique has two phases: theoretical and observational (empirical). The first step is to find patterns from theory and empirical data as two separate entities. The patterns from theory were presented in the synthesis part of the literature review (theoretical realm in Figure 11). Patterns were drawn from different theoretical frameworks to create conceptualization. (Sinkovics, 2018) In this case conceptualization was seen in Figure 4, where SAP and OL theories were brought together to create visual theory pattern.

The next step is to collect empirical data (observational realm in Figure 11) (Sinkovics, 2018). In this thesis, gaining access to the empirical data, was the interview with the entrepreneurs. The phenomenon (organizational learning) was defined by using the existing literature on SAP and OL and then combining the theories together. Based on those theories, the interview questions were selected. The questions helped to test the existing literature in real life organizations and based on the interviews, the similarities in the companies´ processes were identified by creating the list of the features appeared. The final step is to compare theoretical and empirical patterns to create the findings of the study (pattern matching in Figure 11) (Sinkovics, 2018).
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[bookmark: _Toc116583284]Figure 11 Pattern-matching in qualitative research (adapted from Sinkovics, 2018)

[bookmark: _Toc116583258]Validity and reliability of the study
Every research faces issues with credibility. These issues are concerned with how credible the findings of a study are. The credibility issues can be fixed with paying attention to two types of aspects: validity and reliability. (Saunders et al., 2007) As explained earlier, qualitative case study might come across different credibility issues. The ways this study tackled these issues, will be explained in this section. 

Validity refers to the rightfulness of the findings. Validity in the qualitative research is different compared to the quantitative research. According to Golafshani (2003), some researchers think that validity issues should not concern the qualitative research. In a qualitative study there is a so called “quantitative bias”. This means that the qualitative study always has small N of cases to study and the findings cannot be generalized. But in the qualitative study, the purpose is not to generalize the answers but rather present the findings in a particular setting.  

The other aspect is the reliability of the study. It is the consistency of the findings made through the data collection and analysis. Different types of reliability issues (“subject or participant error, subject or participant bias, observers error, observers bias”) can be tackled by answering  three questions by Easterby-Smith et al. (2002, p. 53) in Saunders et al. (2007, p.148): 

1. “Will the measures yield the same results on other occasions?”
2. “Will similar observations be reached by other observers?”
3. “Is there transparency in how sense was made from the raw data?”

To tackle the issues of credibility, the interviews were recorded to be able to transcribe the findings correctly and to make the interviews more transparent. The recordings were not handed out to third parties. Also, during the interviews, the interviewer wanted to give the stage to the interviewees to express their thoughts freely without leading the conversation too much.

In this study, three different case companies were interviewed which makes the research a multiple case study. Although the subject was to study Finnish SMEs, the findings are presented in a way that it can be applicable only to this particular study and setting. This means that the results presented in this study are not generalizable.  

When it comes to reliability of this study, the subject or participant error is not an issue of this thesis, since the purpose was not to study something that would be effected by the time of the day. The bias of the participants was coped with the anonymization of the interview. The case companies were named as Company A, B and C, and nothing confidential was revealed in this thesis. The companies were presented only in a way which would be crucial to this study. 

When conducting a study, there is a possibility for researcher bias. This is a dilemma especially in a qualitative study. (Chenail, 2011). Storbacka et al. (2013) present a three-way solution for increasing the trustworthiness of a study. The first way is to make sure that the researcher has a pre-understanding of the subject which helps to create patterns between theory and empirical data. 

The second way is to use different triangulations when interpreting the data. These triangulations include data, methodological and investigator triangulations. In data triangulation, the data is collected in different situations or from, in this case, different companies. Methodological triangulation indicates to variety of data collection methods. Lastly, in investigator triangulation the data goes through multiple researchers. (Storbacka et al., 2013)

The last way to tackle researcher bias is to focus on synthesis of the existing theory and empirical data. During the research writing process, the researcher should validate the findings with existing literature. (Storbacka et al., 2013)

In this thesis, the researcher bias was addressed with the ways mentioned above. For this study, pre-research was done with a literature review before the empirical data collection process. Because of the recourses used for this study, all of the three triangulation methods could not be used. However, the data triangulation process was used since the data was collected from three different companies. The trustworthiness of this study was also increased with the synthesis of the empirical data and the theory.   


[bookmark: _Toc116583259]Findings
In this section, the findings from the interviews are presented. The findings are first discussed separately and then together. 

[bookmark: _Toc116583260]Within-case analysis
During the interviews, the motivation behind the change in organizations needed to be identified. It was crucial to witness how much did the pandemic affect each company. After the motivations were investigated, the process of strategy work was brought into question. Through the level of strategizing, the organizational learning was studied. In this first sub section, this thesis will present the companies’ interview findings individually. The interview questions can be found in Appendix 1. 

[bookmark: _Toc116583261]Company A
Because the point of view of this thesis is the Covid-19 pandemic, the thoughts about the pandemic was firstly discussed:

“When the virus started to spread, I was afraid that companies would start to go bad and the customer would end up using money in other than unnecessary products. Though, I had good situations since I had no loan on my account.” 

“I knew that the service sector was going to suffer the most. But of course, I was also afraid about my company´s and industry´s future. For me, the most important thing was to plan my own livelihood and survival. “

When asked, if the pandemic had changed the company somehow, the entrepreneur identified:

“In year 2021 we started to notice a very positive problem. The orders came from doors and windows. And as a private entrepreneur, it was not all good. More hours were worked daily and stress levels were rising” 

“But also, the worst Covid -year, 2021, was the scariest year. New and new restrictions were introduced by the government. There was this thought inside my head that when this will end. That feeling also was good for me, because it kept me going from day to day.” 

Company A was able to analyze the reason for the company´s success during the pandemic:

“I had luck on my behalf. The industry I was in, was one of the successful ones during the pandemic. The other company offered products for summer cottages, where many Finnish people were spending Covid-times. People were making reformations for their cottages, and that affected my business in a good way.” 

“The other company offered product in B2B e-commerce markets, which was also thriving during the pandemic. The sales went up quite high, because online store companies did well. People were buying products online due to the restrictions. Also, the consumers were afraid to go to the physical store because of the spreading virus.” 

The entrepreneur also discussed that although the company was succeeding, there were problems with the recourses:

	“The amount of work was rising substantially. Of course I was happy about the rising revenue, but, I was used to lesser amount of work. Now I feel like I was complaining too much, considering the circumstances of the other industries.”

The entrepreneur also witnessed another problem when the amount of orders started to rise:

“Also, one problem was the small amount of storage space I had. I have been working from home my whole entrepreneur history.” 

When asked whether the pandemic had changed some operations of the company, the entrepreneur answered:

	“I was working from home before corona also. I already had all my work inside my laptop. I do not think that I was pushed to change anything.”

	“At first, I started to invest more on the Google keyword advertising but soon I gave that up because of the rising number of the customers.” 

When asked about the level of strategy work, Company A did not firstly recognize that there was strategy work done in their company. 

	“My company does not have a strategy and I think I rarely do any strategy work. I think that in small companies the problem is the limited knowledge of the entrepreneurs. My company lives in the moment.”

But the entrepreneur identified planning as one of the aspects in strategy work:

	“But I plan every day and those plans pop up to my mind. I think that I might try this or that. So, I believe it is my strategy work.”

But, during the pandemic, the entrepreneur acknowledged that there was a need for a change in operations due to the limited amount of time and storage. The entrepreneur analyzed that there was some sort of an intuition that something needed to be done:

	“Before Covid, supplier´s products firstly came to my storage, and after that I would send them to the customer. My storage space started to fill up.”

The plan was to change the transportation of the product from the supplier to the customer straightly without first receiving the product to the company´s own storage. 

	“I started to realize how much this would save time and space.”

“Also, this helped me to lower the costs of transportation because somehow it was much cheaper to transport the products to the customer than to my storage.” 

As the entrepreneur was asked if there were any tools used in the change process, the entrepreneur himself did not recognize any. This was because he had no experience of the strategy tools. But as the interview kept on going, it turned out that he did research and benchmarking about the best practices in his industry. He found out that one of the competitors of the company was using this exact procedure when it came to the shipment of the products. 

	“The thought actually happened by accident. I received a package from another company which was not meant to come to me. There I saw that the company sends the product straightly to the customer from the supplier without first receiving it themselves. “

“Planning started happening inside my head. I started to investigate how different things would turn out. It actually took a while before I had courage to try it out myself. Somehow I thought I needed to check the products first before sending it to the end-customer. Maybe I did not think I would trust the suppliers enough. Even though there never was anything wrong with the products.” 

From that thought, the idea was put into words of language and then integrated into organization´s everyday operations. Organizational learning started from the opportunity search of possibly options about transportation. This eventually led to the agreement with the suppliers. The deal was to ship the products to the customer straightly to the end-customers.

[bookmark: _Toc116583262]Company B
Company B is in sports industry which was highly affected by the pandemic: 

“There was a common worry around us that would anyone come to the gym anymore since the society was closing down and people were afraid to go anywhere.” 

“It was hard to stay calm because everyone, meaning customers and employees, were scared. The pressure to close the gym was high. Employees, with salaries running normally, were pressuring to close the gym. Of course we wanted to follow the rules but there were no rules to close the gym completely. But only few people understood the distress of the entrepreneurs”

There was a common misbelief that the pandemic would end in summer 2020 and people were starting to trust the future. But there was loss of customers in Company B which started to worry the entrepreneur. Also, the entrepreneur understood that they did not have enough recourses to change everything in the company. The entrepreneur was fast paced but the employees were slower to answer to the changing situation. It was the entrepreneur´s job to implement the new procedures amongst the employees.

“The cashflow was slowing down and motivating the employees was becoming harder. The employees were not in their comfort zone and new things needed to be learned.” 

“We tried to say to the customers that we are open and you can safely come to train with us. Because at that time there was no straight answer whether the gyms should be closed or not. We only had customer number restrictions which made training safer. But quite many customers were scared.”

“Good thing about us, is that we know our customers. Our customers also wanted us to keep going. Not many of our customers put their memberships on hold. Other gyms with “faceless customers” had quite different situation.”

“Also, one problem with people is that not many of us know how the economy works. There are multiple different risks when people stop buying.”

Company B understands the importance of strategy work and have been strategizing more since the company´s own personal crisis in 2019:

	“In 2019 we had a crisis  which almost put us down. That time we made strategy work and planned ahead. We wanted to make sure that we knew what needed to be done in order to keep the operations running.”
	
“During the pandemic, we have spent more time strategizing and planning. But the problem was that nobody knew what was about to happen next. Would there be new restrictions in a couple of months? This made the planning quite difficult.”

“The strategy work during the pandemic was more of us doing repairing work to fix something that did not work. We needed to act fast and therefore made a lot of mistakes. We basically made decisions through trial and error.”

“It is important to distinguish strategizing in SMEs from,  for example, a listed company. In SMEs it is more a short period strategy, because a lot can happen quicklier in smaller companies. Maybe strategy work in SMEs could be divided quarterly.” 

The entrepreneur understood that something needed to be done for them to survive the pandemic. During the interviews, it came clear, that the company needed some help, when planning their next steps.  

“I needed some packing up when planning what to do during Covid. I asked help from my partners of the company and also some other people from the background. I needed some ideas of what to do.” 

“Also, my business partners required me to do a proper strategy plan for the future. This was a good thing. It made me realize what needed to be done.” 

Many gyms were closing down as a precaution but the entrepreneur in Company B knew that it would not be the final decision to be made. The entrepreneur started to vision that they needed to start offering different types of training which would not require presence amongst people. Company B then realized that the answer was live training through Facebook. At the time of the pandemic, this started to be the industry standard.

The company did not have recourses for a quick change. The entrepreneur explained that the problem was people´s different ability to adapt new things. The entrepreneur and employees used meetings to plan the new procedures. In those meetings they investigated together the rules and restrictions. 

“I have always been quick to learn and do things, but I needed to understand that it is not something everyone has. And I needed to make changes in my own head also. I needed to have patience with implementing this new procedure.” 

The strategy tool which the entrepreneur was able to identify, was scenario planning. According to Company B, this helped the entrepreneur to get over the fear of losing everything. 

“The most important thing, during crises, is scenario planning. In your head, you need to think what is the worst case scenario. According to that, you can plan what could be done that the worst will not happen.” 

After live training was initialized as one the basic functions of the company, it was then institutionalized to the whole company. 

“We acknowledged that this was about to be a normal procedure in the future. When Covid-19 hit the world, people started to withdraw from others. The threshold to go to the gym started to become higher. With these new live trainings through Facebook, people could access training material anywhere at any time. They would keep paying the gym membership.” 

[bookmark: _Toc116583263]Company C
The catering industry where Company C operates in, was also heavily regulated during the pandemic. The entrepreneurs had started their business half a year before Covid-19 pandemic started. 

“I remember when the news about the virus firstly came, and there was a speculation whether the restaurants should be closed or open. At that time, it was quite out in the open, because nobody quite knew what to do. Perhaps, it was the worst thing.” 

“At first, we did not know what to do. Do we just continue with a smaller margin or just close everything down. We just continued and followed the rules. But then came the quilt of continuing the buffet which was said to be the place for the virus to be infected. Also, there were opinions coming everywhere, that is it a good thing to have the buffet open or not. But people did not understand that if we would close, we would have to close for good.” 

“… the rules for restaurants came with a one day´s notice. On Sunday I was preparing the buffet for Monday still not knowing whether we would be able to serve the food or not. Then we were told that buffet on Monday is ok, but buffet on Tuesday is not ok.” 

Before the pandemic, the company had a successful season which provided them a buffer at the beginning of the pandemic. But the virus kept on spreading, and the company was forced to cut some of their expenses: 

	“We had started our business six months before. We were lucky enough to have a good little Christmas season before 2020. We had a little money saved. Without it, we would probably not have survived. We also learned that it is good to keep some money if something happens.”

“When the summer 2020 came, we thought pandemic was over, but it was not. It did not feel nice to hand out the lay-off paper the second time to our employee. “ 

The company started planning right away what could be done to keep the business running:

	“The first thing government told us was to close the restaurant to stop the contamination of the virus. We started visioning what we could do. The new rules regarding restaurants stated that it would be ok to sell take-away. We knew right away that if something could be done, we would do it. We would not close the restaurant.”

When asked about the level of strategy work in their company, the entrepreneurs answered: 

	“Well, we should do more. Like really do it. To sit down and do it intentionally. And also longer period strategy. We live together, so it is easy to “strategize” every day. But, that is only shorter period strategy work. It would be nice to just sit down and write strategies and plans.” 

The entrepreneurs underlined the importance of shorter period strategizing. As they mentioned, during Covid-times they might not have known about tomorrows restrictions:

“The shorter period strategizing has been a greater fit for us. We follow our business partners and their operations. And plan our operations according to theirs. Our strategy is to interact and co-operate with our business partners.”

“Actually, our strategy was to be as resilient as possible during Covid. Because we did not know what will happen next.”

The renewal process, according to the entrepreneurs, was more of an ad hoc process because of the high pressure towards the restaurant industry during the Covid-19. 

“Every day we followed the new guidelines of what to do and what we could do. We sat down together quite a few times and planned what next.” 

The intuition started from the need to change, since the industry was regulated heavily during Covid. As the entrepreneurs sat down, they planned the change in the processes. 

“We followed other restaurants of what they were doing. And then the government allowed to sell food as a take-away and we saw an opportunity. We had only two options: either we followed this plan or just close the restaurant. But that would be the end of it.” 

The company followed the industry standard with benchmarking the other companies. The entrepreneurs said that they followed companies in other cities in Finland also to get to know what everyone was doing and how did they manage. 

When the time was to implement the take away plan, the company did not know how it would turn out. 

“It was quite scary as we did not know how many meals we would sell per day. I came to the restaurant to cook at 6 a.m. unsure how it would turn out. I wanted the meal to be something special. We planned the menu that would be different and have many options.” 

It turned out that the take-away plan was successful, and people were pleased about the meals.

	“As we sat down every day and planned, we saw another opportunity  which was catering. It was not our original plan when we started but we saw an opportunity. We actually saw many other opportunities as well and we did basically what people asked. That was the way we were able to do PR and get our name out in the open” 

The catering and take-away plan were finally institutionalized to the company and after the Covid-19, two thirds of the turnover is from the catering business.

[bookmark: _Toc116583264]Cross-case analysis
Companies A, B and C all had different situations pre-Covid. Company A and B had already been operating years before Company C. All of the companies were operating in different markets: A in e-commerce, B in sports and C in catering. But the commonality between the companies was the worry about the future:

"It was quite unbelievable situation when restaurants and other services were forced to close operations. It was something I had never witnessed before in my life. At first, I thought, this is so scary. Will everything end?” – Company A 

During the interviews, it was witnessed that the overall uncertainty was the problem at that time. The entrepreneurs felt they were left alone and the government gave rules that needed to be implemented right away, on a short period of time. As Company C mentioned, the rules and restrictions came only within hours before they needed to be implemented.

“I called many places, like the Regional State Administrative Agency, that can I serve buffet. And nobody knew the answer. Then they called me at night and I had few hours before morning to come up with a new plan.” – Company C

“All we did was look for information what is about to happen next. How many people can be training at the same time.” – Company B

Companies B and C believe that after the pandemic the people´s buying behavior has changed, but do not know for how long.

“Of course, now “after” corona, people have started to spend money again on events. But the behavior has changed. People do not buy tickets on advance but maybe a day before. So, for us it has changed a lot. We are more uncertain of what to do and how much to prepare if no one comes. Also, now that the inflation is increasing the price of food, we are uncertain again about the future.” – Company C

“Now people want to leave their houses and do things. People want to exercise here and see people.” – Company B

“I believe people will buy more and more products online in the future also.” – Company A

The level of strategy work in the interviewed SMEs differed between one and another. In Company A, there was no clear vision of the strategy or what it actually is. In Company A, the importance of strategy work was seen low. In Company B, the strategy work was highly valued, though at the time of the pandemic, it was quite scattered. Company C understood the importance of the strategy work, but do not have the recourses to do it more.

“I do not think strategy work is so important for my company. I think small companies are struggling with these types of things, since we might not have the knowledge how to do it.” – Company A

“In 2019, we had a crisis which changed our company a lot. In 2019 we needed to make a clear vision about where we wanted to be and how to get there. And that is when we made our strategy which we follow daily.” – Company B

“I think we should do more strategy work, especially longer period strategy. Of course, during corona times it was more important to do shorter period strategy. We believe our strategy work is more unnoticed and unconscious.” – Company C

Entrepreneurs in Companies A and C said that strategy work was more of an intuition every day. 

“…that I might try and then try it or not. The working in strategy processes is more hectic without a long time plan” – Company A

“As we live together, the strategy work is more of every day ad hoc conversations.” – Company C

Company B thinks that in SMEs, shorter period strategy is more important than longer period. The importance, during the pandemic, was the ability for a quick reaction which distinguished companies from one and another. This was the same realization which Company C was able to make during Covid. They witnessed that their way to gain competitive advantages was resilience. 

All the companies also underlined the importance of co-operations and not just within the inter-organizational boundaries. Even though Company A did not purposively seek for help, the help from the competitor came unintentionally. Companies B and C were using inter-organizational learning already before Covid-19.

“The most important thing for us is co-operation with our partner companies.” – Company C

“My business partners push me to make strategic plans, which is a good thing” – Company B

This study has now presented the interview findings. Now, this thesis will continue to the discussion section which will combine the empirical data and the theory presented in the theoretical framework section.  



[bookmark: _Toc116583265]Discussion
The final section of this thesis will conclude the findings and answer the research questions. The conclusions will analyze the findings using pattern-matching which was explained in the methodologies section.

[bookmark: _Toc116583266]Conclusions
The data collected in the interviews revealed that the OL process in SMEs during Covid-19 followed the path which was the synthesis of the theories from Jones & Macpherson (2006) and Versiani et al. (2018). The answer to the research question (How Finnish SMEs learned during Covid-19) is as follows:

All OL processes included the aspects which were explained by Jones and Macpherson (2006) and Versiani et al. (2018). The OL process in each company consisted of the practitioners, the praxis and the practices. The 5I´s were found in the OL processes of the companies during the interviews. The OL process is explained in Figure 12.
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[bookmark: _Toc116583285]Figure 12 OL in SMEs (adopted from Jones & Macpherson, 2006; Versiani et al., 2018)

In Table 5, the Jones´ and Macpherson´s (2006) steps to managing change in SMEs was presented.  The process of OL was initially started because of the coronavirus, which acted as the trigger. The entrepreneurs (OMs) recognized that external knowledge was needed and searched for help. The OL started from the internal minds of the practitioners and there moved towards organizational knowledge. At the end of the process, the new procedures were institutionalized to the organization. 

Next the SAP – factors are presented by answering the sub questions. 

Who are the practitioners and how do they create the OL in the organization?

Practitioners in the three companies were the entrepreneurs, but Company B and C were able recognize that they had partners and partner companies helping them with the situation. Also, Company C used competitors as one of their practitioner. 

Although the entrepreneurs all admitted to not doing strategy work daily, during interviews it was revealed that all of them were forced to it during Covid. The world was changing at a fast pace.

The knowledge and will to survive helped the organizations to learn during the Covid-19 from intuition to institutionalization. With intertwining, companies were able to access outside help and get more knowledge about the situation.

What are the praxises in the organization and how do they help to create OL?

During the interviews, praxises the companies used, were identified. During the intuition phase, the practices were the practitioner´s unconscious and conscious mind of the recognition of possible new processes. As the entrepreneur in Company B identified that there was a use of pattern recognition, since the company had crisis in 2019.  The crisis in the past helped the entrepreneur during the pandemic to know how fast to make changes during hard times. 

Meetings and dialogues in Companies B and C helped the companies to interpret and integrate the new knowledge in to the organization. As in the intertwining process, which was used in all companies, the praxises helped organizations acquire new information. In Companies A and C, the entrepreneurs used competitors to seek ways to operate efficiently. Company B and C used external partners and partner organizations to plan and execute new operations. 

The praxis is the place where learning occurs: at first in the mind of the practitioner, and at the end of the process it is the new processes and norms of the organization. Praxises help create the situations, where OL happens. 

What are the practices and how do they help to create OL?

At first during the interviews, the interviewees found it hard to find the practices used in the renewal process. But as the interview kept going, different types on practices were found. 

As was explained above, Company B used patter recognition during intuition, while Companies A and C used possibility searching. Both of these practices help to start the process of OL. When interpreting new knowledge, the practitioners used dialogues and conversations to plan the processes. 

The processes were then integrated into the whole company. Company B explained that they used trial and error -practices to try out which processes would work for them and which would not. The processes which would not work, would not be institutionalized. Hence, with practices the companies were able to practice the process of OL.

[bookmark: _Toc116583267]Theoretical implications
The theory consisted of two theories and their synthesis. The theories were strategy as practice and organizational learning. From that theory, the thesis conducted the empirical research by testing the model which consisted of SAP and OL together. 

As was witnessed, the path to organizational learning in the three SMEs interviewed followed the same logic as in the Jones and Macpherson´s (2006) and Versiani et al´s (2018) integrative model of 5I in SMEs. 

This study concluded its objectives on finding how SMEs have learned during Covid-pandemic. While this thesis and its findings did follow the existing literature, the important aspect of this thesis was the Covid-19 point of view. While companies have witnessed many downfalls and recessions, the Covid-19 pandemic is one of a kind of crisis. This point of view deepens the knowledge in organizational learning processes. 

This study took further step in organizational theory and added more practice perspective to the existing literature (Figure 13). Like strategy-as-practice theory changed strategy literature from strategy to strategizing, this thesis extended organizational learning theory towards more practical point of view. This thesis studied what was practically done in SMEs during Covid-19. The objectives were to find the ways the plan became a basic function of the company.  
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[bookmark: _Toc116583286]Figure 13 Theoretical implications of this study


[bookmark: _Toc116583268]Managerial implications
During the interview, all of the entrepreneurs revealed that they were not doing enough strategy work or at all. While the pandemic was a unique crisis, there was need for a strategy work to be conducted in SMEs. This was obvious since strategy and strategizing has been identified in the literature as the most important feature in business success and gaining sustainable competitive advantage.

Entrepreneurs in Companies B and C thought that they did strategizing during the pandemic but many of the plans were only for a short period of time. As the managerial implication for the entrepreneurs, this thesis suggests the companies to review the need for a longer-time strategy. As Company C mentioned, there is need for a proper long-period strategy for them. 

The positive sides of the longer period strategy are the guidelines of what to do in times of crises. As Company B said, they has already been in their own personal crisis in 2019 which set guiding lines for their crisis management. 

According to Diedrich et al. (2021), the level of resilience separated successful companies from non-successful ones during Covid. Company C was also able to identify resilience as their weapon to fight against all odds. Diedrich et al. (2021) mentioned in their article that “organizations that rapidly reinvented themselves in response to the pandemic can provide lessons on resilience”. In their survey, they tested why some companies were more resilient than others and found five different aspects:

1. “New digital experiences, products and services”
2. “New partnerships, both within and outside of the industry”
3. “Supply-chain and operating-model adjustments to manage risk”
4. “Sales-model changes”
5. “Faster product development through more rapid iteration”

When comparing this list to Company A, B and C during Covid, we can see all these five aspects in their operations. Company B started offering live trainings through Facebook when pandemic shut down gyms. Company C made faster decisions and found new sales models with take-away plan. Company A made adjustment to their supply-chains. Company B and C used partners to plan their next moves. 

Then, how can companies strengthen their strategic resilience before the next pandemic, financial crisis or other disruption comes? Diedrich et al. (2021) stated that flexible strategic planning helps companies answer quicklier to the environment´s changes. They also listed few ways to achieve flexible strategic planning: 

1. “Set bold aspirations”: There is an importance to create a longer-period strategy and to set big plans. Those guidelines will help the company to be more resilient.

2. “Develop scenarios, not forecasts”: Like Company B underlined, it is important to create scenarios of possible crises in the future. With these scenarios, organizations can plan their move against possible threats. 

3. “Create a hedged portfolio of big moves”: Companies should create a portfolio of the moves they intend to do when the market changes again. And the moves should be bold and fearless. Some companies tend to be paralyzed by the changes, but successful companies will not stay put. 

4. “Adapt your strategy dynamically”: As all companies surveyed for this thesis stated, during Covid it was important to create a shorter-period strategy. While it is important to plan further for future disruptions, it is also important to be resilient and adapt strategies dynamically during crises. 

[bookmark: _Toc116583269]Future research suggestions
In all three interviews, it was obvious that the mental pressure during Covid-19 was life changing. During the interviews, the entrepreneurs were able to talk about the issues which has mostly left unsaid. One future research suggestion would be to extent the research to study mental problems within the entrepreneurs in SMEs during the pandemic and its ability to change the organization. 

Also, this research could be extended to study OL during the pandemic between SMEs and bigger companies. This type of study would bring more in-depth knowledge on how different or similar was the OL process during the pandemic in small and big companies. The extension also could be to move beyond one geographical area and to investigate companies in different countries. 

[bookmark: _Toc116583270]Limitations
Every study has its own limitations. In this study the biggest limitation was the limited amount of time and resources to conduct a larger size research. With more case companies it could be studied if the phenomenon happens in all Finnish SMEs in the same way. Also, this study investigated only Finnish SMEs which means this study is possibly not applicable to other countries. 

In qualitative case study, there might be a single respondent bias. The findings of the thesis must be perceived as a case study and not as generalized findings. (Bowman & Ambrosini, 1997)  But sometimes it is necessary to use single respondent interviews because of the small size of the companies. Montabon et al. (2017) explain that in smaller companies there is only one person handling most of the administrative work. This was also witnessed during the interviews with the SMEs. The entrepreneurs were the only one´s dealing with strategic issues. 
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Pandemic
Pandemia

What were your first thoughts when the reality of the Covid-19 was acknowledged?
Mitkä olivat ensimmäiset ajatukset, kun korona alkoi levitä ympäri maailmaa?

Has the pandemic changed your company somehow? Good way or bad?
Onko pandemia muuttanut yritystäsi positiivisesti tai negatiivisesti?

Has the pandemic enabled or disabled some functions in the company?
Onko pandemia ottanut käyttöön tai poistanut käytöstä joitain toimintoja yrityksessä?

Why do you think changes needed to done?
Miksi luulet, että muutosten piti tapahtua?

What effects does the pandemic have to the future in the company (or industry)?
Mitä muutoksia luulet pandemian tuovan yrityksesi tulevaisuudelle?

Strategizing
Strategiatyö

What is the role of strategy work in the company? 
Mikä on strategiatyön rooli yrityksessä?

How important do you think it is to the company?
Kuinka tärkeäksi koet sen yritykselle?

Did you do strategizing before the pandemic?
Teitkö strategiatyötä ennen koronaa?

Strategic renewal process during Covid-19
Strateginen uudistamisen prosessi koronan aikana


Who were the people in the work?
Ketkä työskentelivät uudistamisessa?

· Top management?
Ylinjohto?

· Owner-manager?
omistaja/yrittäjä?

· Middle management?
keskijohto?

Did you use some kind of external help?
Käytittekö jotain ulkopuolista apua?

· Consultants?
Konsultteja?

· Accountants?
kirjanpitäjiä?

· Clients?
Asiakkaita?

What kind of procedure did you have regarding strategy work?
Minkälaisia prosesseja teillä oli koskien strategiatyötä?

· Meetings?
tapaamisia?

· Workshops?
työpajoja?

What tools did you use in strategy work?
Minkälaisia työkaluja käytitte strategiatyössä?

· SWOT?
· Benchmarking?
· PESTEL?
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