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Abstract

Small business entrepreneurs faced tremendous
knowledge-based challenges during COVID19. Some
entrepreneurs, even in the same industry sector and
city, with similar offerings, responded to these know-
ledge challenges in diverse ways. For instance, some
chose to adopt online store technologies while others
did not. In this study, we investigate differences in retail
small business entrepreneurs’ COVIDI19 resilience
enactment using a qualitative retroductive-analytic
approach. Identity motives were uncovered as a likely
explanatory construct, as those with externally-focused
identity motives generally adopted these technologies
while those with internally-focused identity motives
generally did not. In addition, identity motives appear
to influence entrepreneurs’ perceptions of technology
affordances, potentially moderating the impact of these
perceptions on technology adoption decisions.
Contrary to conceptualizations of individual resilience
being a trait, we find support that resilience is a
mindset. Implications for entrepreneurship theory,
practice, and education are discussed.

1. Introduction

Small business and entrepreneurship researchers
have always relied on efficient flows of believable
knowledge from trustworthy knowledge stocks to
develop and execute novel business models. Such
knowledge transfers have allowed them to remain
resilient even in times of severe exogenous shocks [e.g.,
1, 2]. The Covid19 pandemic, however, was unique in
magnitude, destructiveness, immediacy, duration,
global impact, and uncertainty, and was consistent with
what Winn, Kirchgeorg [3] call a Massive Discontin-
uous Change (MDC) event. Importantly from a
knowledge perspective, COVID19 was plagued with
not only constantly changing information, but also mis-
information, and disinformation, creating significant
knowledge uncertainty. The bright side of knowledge
that entrepreneurs had relied on for market information
etc. turned dark. Not only did the volume, veracity and
variety of knowledge flows change (meaning more and

URI: https://hdl.handle.net/10125/80017
978-0-9981331-5-7
(CC BY-NC-ND 4.0)

H{CSS

Claudia Smith
University of Victoria

cgsmith@uvic.ca

more information came at entrepreneurs, faster and
faster, in a number of formats), but more importantly,
the veracity of such knowledge flows was now highly
questionable, leading to an overall doubt in the value of
information at the disposal of entrepreneurs. Against
this backdrop, the COVID19 pandemic provides a
compelling context for the study of small business
entrepreneurs’ resilience for two reasons. First, extreme
events are useful for assessing boundary conditions of
theory and concepts. Second, the pandemic’s broad,
deep, and quick impact reduced the masking effects of
differential contexts. MDC events are expected to
increase in frequency [3], making their study
particularly important to entrepreneurs.

The COVID19 pandemic threatened many small
businesses, everywhere, and all within a few days.
Some businesses were mandated to close, while many
others faced the choice of whether or not (and how) to
continue operations; all relying on the same imperfect
and frequently changing information. Consequently,
this event offers a unique opportunity to observe what
might otherwise be extremely difficult to “catch in
action” — how entrepreneurs make strategic decisions
when faced by unexpected external threats to the
survivability of their small businesses. Understanding
how strategic decisions were formulated by entrepren-
eurs, at the point when the serious impact of COVID19
first became clear, provides insights into resilience as a
dynamic process of adjustment [e.g., 4].

Prior research on disasters, shocks, jolts, and
crises [e.g., 5, 6] mainly examines macro-level negative
impacts, such as reduced employment [7], and macro-
level positive impacts of crises, such as persistence and
opportunity realization [8]. It also examines micro-level
positive impacts such as self-sufficiency [9], and
identity clarification [10]. We found no prior research
on how positive and negative micro-foundational
factors, including response to knowledge stocks,
impact entrepreneurs’ decision-making in times of
crisis to enact resilience. Yet such decisions often
determine the fate of small businesses, which are
typically less able to survive poor decisions during
crisis [11].
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In the present study, we begin to address this gap
by investigating the research question: Why did retail
small  business entrepreneurs enact resilience
differently in responses to COVIDI9? Adopting a
qualitative, retroductive analytic approach, we
interviewed 15 entrepreneurs in five retail sectors,
including clothing, shoes, pet supplies, toys, and curios
(candles, cards, gifts, etc.), to investigate differential
resilience enactment during the first wave of COVID19
(between mid-March and June of 2020). We chose to
focus on small business retail entrepreneurs because in
our community they were never mandated to close.
Some of these entreprencurs chose to close their stores,
when others did not, reflecting real choice. In so doing,
we answer the call by Dodd, Anderson [12] for more
research investigating “everyday entrepreneurs.”

Inductive analysis of our initial interviews led us
to pinpoint a distinct resilience decision response -
some small retail entrepreneurs adopted online store
technologies in response to COVID19, while others did
not. Through a retroductive analytic process, we reveal-
ed a number of hidden insights on the mechanisms at
play in the resilience response choices of entrepreneurs
to adopt an online store.

2. Methods

Positioned in the critical realism paradigm, in
which methodological considerations center on the
retroductive nature of explanatory inquiry [13] our
work examines the individual entrepreneur (level of
analysis) and venture-related decision-making (unit of
analysis). As deemed appropriate for critical realism-
based qualitative research [14] we undertook theoretical
and literal replication logic rather than sampling logic.
We purposively selected respondents that the
researchers believed could shed significant light on our
research question [15]. In doing so, we reached out to
small business owners, in our mid-sized Canadian
community, who operated retail consumer goods stores,
with fewer than 30 employees. We conducted and
recorded Zoom-based interviews of 60 to 90 minutes
with entrepreneurs who operated toy stores, pet stores,
clothing stores and shoe stores. We began by seeking to
answer the general question, “Why did retail small bus-
iness entrepreneurs enact different resilience responses
to COVID19?”

Consistent with the critical realism paradigm, a
qualitative analytic approach for theory-building, and
recommendations from Danermark, Ekstrom [16], we
undertook an iterative series of research activities that
included: description; analytical resolution; abduction
and theoretical redescription; retroduction; comparison
of theories and abstraction from data; and concret-

ization and contextualization. These are described
below.

With respect to description, we created, for each
respondent, a comprehensive description of their
COVID19 action responses to gain a clear
understanding of timelines and strategic decisions. We
noted markedly different descriptions provided by our
first four respondents (owner-operators of a shoe store,
clothing store, pet store, and toy store), despite their
shared MDC context. Adopting a convergent interview
approach consistent with critical realism [17], this led
us to selectively seek more of these types of retailers to
assess whether or not observed differences were simply
related to the specific nature of their businesses and
product lines.

We observed that some retailers who competed in
the same space closed, even when not mandated, while
others stayed fully open. Some closed temporarily (less
than two weeks), and some for an extended period of
time (four to 12 weeks). Some transitioned entirely to
online sales, or adopted a hybrid approach of limited in-
store (or curbside pickup) and online sales. Some
increased their use of social media to connect with
customers, and others did not change their use of digital
technology at all. These observed responses are found
in the typology of crisis responses developed by
Davidsson and Gordon [8].

Our analysis of this early data led us to examine
differences in the decisions of retail small business
entrepreneurs to adopt (or significantly expand) an
online store as a resilience enacting strategic response,
despite having rejected this decision prior to the
COVIDI19 crisis. We were intrigued because a number
of store owners said that they adopted an online store
despite believing that it might be a money-losing
decision. We wondered what was hidden from view that
might explain this seemingly irrational decision. This
led us to modify our initial research question to “Why
did retail small business entrepreneurs choose different
online store technology adoption strategies in response
to COVID19.” At this point, we selectively interviewed
owners to capture variation in knowledge stocks and in
whether or not they created an online store in response
to the pandemic, or significantly expanded one that was
little used.

With respect to analytical resolution, we
continued to analyze our data and interview new
respondents until we reached theoretical saturation and
diminishing returns which [18] suggests can be between
10-15 interviews, and for us was reached at 15
interviews. Reflecting that a disproportionate percent-
age of retail small business entrepreneurs in our region
are women, we spoke to mostly female owner-
operators. Using NVivo tools, we first undertook an
inductive process that moved from examining
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respondents’ actions to examining their retrospective
recollections related to these action decisions. We
created first order and second order codes to help us to
better understand emerging themes and our
phenomenon of interest. As is important in qualitative
inquiry, we also triangulated our interview data with
information from company and competitive websites,
and stories about some of our respondents found in local
media coverage of the pandemic.

Consistent with the critical realism paradigm, and
with respect to abduction and theoretical redescription,
retroduction, and comparison of theories and
abstraction from the data, we also continued
“reading... [the literature]... while interviews are
proceeding, enfolding the literature around the findings
as they emerge from the interviews [14, p. 1202].
Iteratively analyzing our preliminary and aggregate
codes, while revisiting the literature, we sought patterns
in our data that provided insights to the decision-
making processes of our respondents. Through an
abduction process that included the generation and
consideration of alternative theoretical explanations, we
uncovered identity process theory as offering new
insights into our data. Following the iterative nature of
retrospection [14], at this stage we sought additional
respondents who could offer us a new perspective such
as an owner who felt her operation was not threatened
by COVID19, and one who stayed closed for a very
long time. This helped to ensure that we were fully
exploring our phenomenon of interest [19]. Consistent
with our critical realism research approach, at this point
we saw patterns emerge in the application of identity
motives, leading us to generate aggregate codes and
themes from theory, rather than from the data [14].

With respect to concretization and context-
ualization, as the influence of threats to identity motives
came into view as an important mechanism in the
resilience decision processes of our respondents, we
were able to revisit other dynamics that arose from our
inductive interview analysis. These insights helped to
build out a more comprehensive understanding of our
research question that included technology afford-
ances, digital literacy, and resilience mindset.

3. Findings

Among our respondents, we observed four
different resilience enactment responses to the
COVIDI19 pandemic. First, some retail entrepreneurs
focused on dark-side information and closed for an
extended period of time (4 to 12 weeks). Although slow
to re-open face-to-face, many increased their social
media presence to maintain relationships with
customers, drive phone or email orders, let customers

know they were open for curbside pick-up, or to let
customers know when they would be fully open again.
Second, some closed for a couple of weeks, but focused
on bright-side knowledge to remain optimistic and then
adapted more quickly and re-opened by conforming to
health regulations and guidelines. Third, other bright-
side knowledge focused entrepreneurs developed online
stores, or significantly enhanced their use of an existing
one, and did so quickly, within two or three weeks.
Finally, still others took much longer sort through
knowledge stocks, eventually develop an online store,
but took four or more weeks to do this. These responses
are captured in Table 1. We noted different online store
technology adoption decisions within retail sectors,
within the same neighborhoods, and between
businesses of similar size and products. Consequently,
COVIDI19 resilience enactment did not appear to be
explained by sector, size, product line, customers,
organization, or geography context factors.

[Insert Table 1 Retail Entrepreneurs’ Strategic
Response to the First Wave of COVID19 About
Here]

3.1 Affordance Perceptions

Unlike Priyono et al. [20], we did not find evidence that
digital transformation of SMEs during the COVID19
pandemic was related to digital maturity. We did find
evidence, however, that all of the retail entrepreneurs
we interviewed who had not previously developed an
online store, were very cognizant of the disabling
affordances of online store technology. They identified
numerous concerns and challenges for why they did not
develop an online store during the first stage of the
COVIDI19 pandemic, or why they had not done so
before. These included practical concerns about the
time, effort and cost of developing an online store,
concerns about the perceived difficulty of developing
an online store, strategic effectiveness concerns related
to value proposition consistency, competitive visibility,
and the difficulty of doing an online store well, and
implementation concerns about system compatibility
and security. This suggests a robust knowledge stock
assessment relative to the pro’s and con’s of strategic
response to the crisis. These findings are consistent with
affordance theory (Volkoff & Strong, 2018) and are not
interesting in themselves.

More compelling is our finding that, in the crisis
context of assessing available knowledge, those who
did decide to develop an online store found enabling
affordances that won over these concerns, and it was
typically only one or two enabling affordances that
tipped the scale. This despite these entrepreneurs
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recognizing that the financial benefits of doing so might
not justify the time, effort, and expense.

Both those who increased their social media
presence, and those who developed or enhanced online
sales capability, did so to maintain customer
relationships. But those who developed or enhanced
online sales capability also expressed that this
technology enabled them to engage with customers by
servicing their needs, adding value, and creating better
qualified in-store customers. Online stores were also
seen as offering legitimacy to their operation through
presence and credibility, and in one case (R3) to provide
differentiation. Two respondents (R4 and R2) identified
that the technology enabled them to experiment or take
an incremental approach to dealing with COVID19
since service contracts and fees were monthly. Yet these
same enabling affordances were available to the
entrepreneurs who chose not to develop an online store;
for some reason these entrepreneurs viewed or
interpreted these affordances differently, and we were
curious as to why.

When probed for why they did, or did not, create
an online store in response to the first wave of the
COVIDI19 pandemic, our entrepreneurs expressed a
number of motivations. Many expressed financial
motivations for either staying open, or developing an
online store. R1 said: “At some point we just felt
embarrassed. People were thanking us for being open
as if it was some selfless act... We were just grateful to
be open, to be allowed to be open, because we don't
want our business to fail.” R13 said: “Unfortunately 1
had received the majority of my summer stock just
before we closed. So I had 360,000 in bills that I had to
pay... That's what made me decide to start with the
private appointments.”

Others expressed concerns about their own safety.
R1, for example, also described “We just started to
refocus on how we were going to operate safely for
ourselves, safeguard our own wellbeing while still
remaining open.” R2 identified peer-pressure as a
motivation for opening her store after being closed for
three months, saying: “I opened up again because of
peer-pressure from the rest of the town [other retailers
and customers]. I definitely did not feel ready. People
were asking me every day when I was opening. The
stress of answering them became just as bad as the
stress of just opening.” But we found that most of our
respondents expressed concerns about losing who they
were, not being able to do what they loved, losing
relationships with employees or customers, or loosing
their sense of purpose. These sentiments seemed,
through abductive and retroductive analysis, to point to
their personal identity. Following Suddaby [21] we
went back to the literature to better understand the
impact of identity on entreprencurial decisions.

3.2 Identity motives

Identity process theory identifies six broadly
accepted personal identity-based motives (hereafter,
identity motives) for behavior [22]. Self-esteem motive
reflects people seeing themselves in a positive light or
feeling better about themselves. Continuity motive
reflects people protecting their identity over time; stable
and linked to past, present and future identity.
Distinctiveness motive reflects people differentiating
themselves from others. Meaning motive reflects people
seeing their lives as meaningful. Efficacy motive
reflects people feeling competent and capable of
influencing their environment. And finally, belonging
motive reflects people feeling included and accepted by
others. Multiple identity motives can be held at the same
time, and generally, they are satisfied without the need
for conscious reflection by the individual, exerting
influence at a level of abstraction beyond where most
people focus their attention, and hence need to be
inferred [23]. While people are motivated by identity,
they are also motivated by threats to their personal
identity that undermine or degrade their beliefs, values,
abilities, personality or other personal characteristics
[24]. Times of crisis, like an MDC event, with high
degrees of information uncertainty, heighten perceived
threats to these identity motives [22] and COVID19
may have threatened the personal identities of
entrepreneurs because it threatened their livelihood,
confidence, status, and overall self as an entrepreneur.
Threats to identity motives trigger re-evaluation of
these motives, and hence behavior [25].

When we overlaid identity process theory on our
first-order coding of the retail entrepreneurs’ motives
for their COVIDI19 resilience enactment responses, we
saw alignment with all six of the identity motives
specified by identity process theory. This suggests that
identity motives, and in particular, knowledge-based
threats to those motives, may play an important role in
retail entrepreneurs’ resilience enactment. Our first
order codes, derived from inductive analysis, help to
enhance identity process theory by uncovering
observed dimensions of identity motives among retail
entrepreneurs. This analysis, available from the authors,
provides a more nuanced understanding of identity
motives than in previous literature, and suggests the
need for further examination of dimensions or
expressions of these threats in additional contexts.

Additionally, we found evidence suggesting
threats to identity motives may help explain why
entrepreneurs viewed or interpreted the affordances of
online sales platforms differently. While the COVID19
pandemic raised the salience of threat to continuity
identity motives for many of our interviewed entrepren-
eurs, the entrepreneurs who developed (or significantly
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enhanced) an online store more frequently expressed
sentiments relating to meaning and belonging identity
motives, than those who did not develop an online store.
In this regard, the identity motives of those who
developed (or significantly enhanced) an online store
were more externally focused (selfin relation to others),
than the identity motives of those who did not develop
an online store (Table 1). This is interesting because it
suggests that threats to identity motives may influence
how entrepreneurs interpret technology affordances.
Those with greater emphasis on externally-focused
identity motives such as meaning and belonging, were
also the entrepreneurs who viewed the enabling
affordances of online store platform technologies more
positively. This may suggest that small retail
entrepreneurs who adopted online sales technologies
viewed enabling affordances as helping them address
threats to their identity motives. Those who did not
develop an online store did not view the enabling
affordances of online store technology as being a
solution to ameliorating threats to their identity
motives. This assessment, of course, is not conscious.

This possible relationship is illuminated in
respondent vignettes available from the authors. Our
findings suggest that identity motives may have direct
impact on technology adoption resilience enactment
and moderate the relationship between perception of
technology affordances and technology adoption
resilience enactment. Future research is needed to
verify these relationships, but our findings suggest that
identity motives may influence how entrepreneurs
interpret knowledge.

3.3 Resilience mindset

A third theme evident in our interviews with small
retail entrepreneurs relates to resilience mindset. For the
most part, the entrepreneurs who developed or
significantly enhanced online sales capability had a
“surgite” (push on, or onwards) mentality when faced
with the first wave of the COVID19 pandemic. Those
who overcame the dark side of knowledge uncertainty
expressed sentiments relating to resilience, such as
being ready for change or having a “get it done”
mentality, and responded more quickly to the
COVIDI19 crisis. They expressed sentiments such as
those shared by respondent R9: “When your back is up
against a wall, you just do it, you get it done;” or RS
“you just can’t be afraid to reinvent yourself’ when
describing what they were thinking and feeling when
they first realized that COVID19 was serious. This
suggests that resilience, rather than being a trait,
characteristic, or attribute, may be better conceptualized
for entrepreneurs as a mindset, a way of thinking about
adversity. R2, for example said: “I'm a push forward

with no concept of what my plan is person. I would
rather die than sit back and do nothing... I don’t know
how you could be an entrepreneur without that
mindset.”

In contrast, the entrepreneurs who did not develop
an online store, or significantly enhance an existing one,
expressed sentiments about enjoying the time off, being
reluctant to re-open, not being able to make plans, and
needing to go with the flow. These sentiments
suggested being fatalistic, that they were accepting that
they really could not do much about the situation or
their response, or that they were not able to prevent it or
control it.

The entrepreneurs who adopted online store
technology exhibited differential identity motives and a
resilience mindset. While qualitative research precludes
causal inferences, theory would suggest that the reason
entrepreneurs acted was due to their resilience mindset,
but how they chose to act was driven by their motiv-
ations. This is because resilience enactment can take
many forms [8], while identity-based motivation is
linked to specific action [26].

4. Discussion

Our findings revealed that the resilience enact-
ment decisions of entrepreneurs, faced with question-
able and constantly changing information, are central to
their survival and performance [27]. This is particularly
true for small business owners who typically do not
have the financial, human, or social capital to recover
from poor decisions [11], especially when faced with
unexpected external change events such as the
COVID19 pandemic. The unique situation of the
COVID19 MDC event where almost all entrepreneurs
were forced to make a strategic decision very quickly,
with high and very similar levels of uncertainty, enabled
investigation of resilience enactment decision processes
previously obscured by differences in context. Through
matching case studies, within and across retail sectors
to further reduce the impact of context, we revealed a
previously unknown insight that entrepreneurs make
technology-adoption resilience enactment decisions
consistent with threats to their identity motives. This
has implications for theory, practice, and education.

4.1 Contributions to theory

First, there is growing interest in digitalization that
examines entrepreneurs’ adoption of technology.
Technology is often central to enacted strategy and a
key source of competitive advantage, but how
entrepreneurs actually make technology adoption
decisions is poorly understood. This discussion is only
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beginning to consider the role of technology
affordances as an important predictor of behavior [28,
29]. Affordance theory is well developed in the
Management Information Systems literature [e.g., 30,
31]. Central to this theory is that objects have
properties, or features in the context of information
technology, and users perceive the utility of these
features (i.e. what they afford). Technologies like those
enabling online sales, can: 1) support multiple
affordances [32]; 2) can be both constrain-
ing and enabling [33]; 3) are perceived relationally [33,
34]; 4) can be misperceived or not recognized [35]; and
5) are individualised, collective, and shared [32]. Our
finding that perceptions of affordances are impacted by
personal identity motives suggests that affordances are
not just relational, in the sense that affordances are
different from one group of users to another and that
different observers/users will perceive differ-
ent affordances, they are also personal. They are
personal, not just in the sense of individual differences,
but in the sense that they relate to self by being aligned
to personal identity motives.

Affordances are previously known to be goal-
directed [34] but our findings suggest that one
important source of these goals is overcoming threats to
identity motives. This enhances affordance theory by
illuminating a missing theoretical mechanism for
affordance actualization [e.g., 36] and by addressing
why individuals, such as entrepreneurs, adopt and use
technology differently. They do so when technology
affordances allow them to resolve threats to (or support)
identity motives. Unearthing this relation between
technology affordances and identity, a novel contrib-
ution of this work, promises to become a fruitful avenue
for more in-depth studies of small business manage-
ment in particular, but also MIS in general.

Second, by finding that small retail entrepreneurs’
identity motives impacted their strategic technology
adoption decisions when faced with knowledge
uncertainty during the COVID19 pandemic, our work
begins to address calls for micro-foundational identity
research [e.g, 37], and introduces the concept of identity
motives, and threats to those motives. This more
nuanced understanding of the mechanism for influence
of personal identity may be helpful to other scholars
seeking to understand other goal-directed behaviors
such as networking, or the development and use of
social capital, where processes and outcomes may also
be linked to identity motives.

Furthermore, we extend identity process theory
[e.g., 22] by recognizing that internally-focused identity
motives may manifest differently than externally-
focused identity motives. This is useful because it
suggests that rather than there being individual
differences in entrepreneurs’ strategic decision-making,

there may be groups of entrepreneurs whose identity
motives are internally-focused and other groups of
entrepreneurs whose identity motives are externally-
focused. These groups of entrepreneurs may perceive
knowledge differently, and differentially trust
knowledge sources. Thus they may respond differently
with knowledge informed strategy. While individual
differences are idiosyncratic, making resilience and
other strategy prescription difficult, the potential of
identity motive groupings means that strategic response
training, including knowledge management, might be
developed by grouping to increase resilience and other
outcomes. These and other effects of identity motive
groupings may be observed in contexts well beyond
MDC events.

Third, this mechanism finding also informs
adaptive theory. Adaptive theory has mainly been app-
lied at the organization level of analysis, with a
particular focus in entrepreneurship on organizational
learning, knowledge, and capability development to
enact strategic adaptation. Recently, Li [38] examines
the possible link between organization identity and
learning, finding that organizations with different
identities learn differently in terms of specific common
practices, knowledge, and expertise. Our finding that
identity motives, at the individual level of analysis,
impact adaptive strategy in an extreme change event,
contributes to adaptive theory by illuminating identity
motives as a key mechanism for adaptive organizational
change.

Fourth, with respect to one of the dominant
perspectives of adaptive theory’s concept of resilience,
our findings support the perspective that resilience is a
mindset that helps some entrepreneurs face adversity
and overcome challenge, not a trait or characteristic of
entrepreneurs. Traits reflecting deep beliefs are mainly
innate and are difficult to change [39]. A mindset
conceptualization of resilience means that resilience
can be learned, and likely trained, as discussed further
below. Such training would also help make entrepren-
eurs’ organizations more resilient because the strategic
decisions of small business entrepreneurs are central to
the survival and performance of their businesses.

Work is needed to further understand resilience as
a mindset. Does resilience emerge as an outcome from
an entrepreneurial mindset, or is it a mindset of its own?
We think it is a mindset of its own, but what are the
elements or dimensions of such a mindset? Previous
literature suggests adaptability, transformability,
perseverance, tenacity, and vulnerability are part of it
[40-43] but are there other elements and how do they
manifest individually and collectively? How is
resilience mindset related to having a growth mindset
[44, 45]. A growth mindset reflects belief that
intelligence can evolve or be developed purposefully,
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and it is thought to be related to the ability of people to
better adapt to external forces than those having a fixed
mindset [45]. Further, how is it related to a paradox
mindset [e.g., 46] since entrepreneurs faced with
extreme external change events need to resolve the
paradox of having to adapt to change without limiting
their ability to revert back to the original strategy should
the event be short-lived or not as impactful as first
feared. The notion that resilience is a mindset and a
mindset distinct from, but related to, other mindsets is
intriguing because this would suggest that resilience can
be learned and strengthened.

4.2 Contributions to practice and education

Our findings suggest that threats to externally-
focused identity motives may encourage technology
adoption as a means of resilience enactment by
influencing entrepreneurs’ perceptions of enabling and
disabling technology affordances. This has a number of
implications for practice and education, and we
highlight three. First, some identity motives may better
drive organizational resilience and that bright-side
knowledge may trigger different identity motivations
than dark-side knowledge. Entrepreneurs who learn to
recognize their driving identity motives, and the
possible impact of these motives on their decision-
making, will be better armed to make consciously-
driven, not subconsciously-driven, strategic decisions.
Training on recognizing identity motives is a first step
in the process.

Second, entrepreneurs who understand, and are
better able to assess, their related knowledge stock of
enabling and disabling business technology affordances
are likely to make well-informed adoption choices.
This, too, requires training, not only so that
entrepreneurs know the characteristics and capabilities
of the technology, but also that they go beyond the
technology functionality and understand that afford-
ances result from the relationship between all of the
actors (e.g., individuals, organizations) and artifacts. As
a result, although the characteristics of a given
technology might be common across small businesses,
the actualizations of affordances are not. Teaching
entrepreneurs about this important difference will likely
lead to more mindful approaches to affordance
actualization and adoption of technology. It also
suggests that knowledge management could prime
positive and negative affordance perceptions.

Third, these findings suggest that, as part of their

! Digital Main Street: https://digitalmainstreet.ca/
2 Launch Online Grant Program:
https://launchonline.ca/ accessed

ecosystem resilience strategy, regional and local
governments and entrepreneurship support organiz-
ations should develop digitalization programs, similar
to Digital Main Street!, to help small business
entrepreneurs learn business technologies to help them
better understand and assess related affordances for
their businesses. They should also provide funding,
similar to the LaunchOnline? grant program, to support
small business entrepreneurs’ efforts to develop online
stores and implement other digital strategies. Our
findings, however, suggest that online store adoption
decisions by entrepreneurs are not simply financially
driven. Funders need to recognize the influence of
knowledge stocks and uncertainty on internally-driven
and externally-driven identity motives and the
concomitant assessment of technology affordances that
help drive their choices if such programs are to be
successful. Program administrators can proactively
create educational materials and face-to-face or online
seminars/videos that help counteract (or support) the
influence of identity motives, and encourage
assessments that view the affordances of new online
store technology as enabling. Digital assistance and
funding programs are more likely to get uptake from
entrepreneurs with externally aligned identity motives.
Customer acquisition strategies for these programs
should also proactively reach out to business owners
with internally aligned identity motives.
Conceptualizing resilience, at the individual level
of analysis, as a mindset, suggests that resilience, such
as avoiding the dark-side of knowledge, can be learned,
and much like having an entrepreneurial mindset or a
growth mindset, it should be possible to develop
training programs to develop a resilience mindset.
Further research is needed to understand the range of
thinking that embodies a resilience mindset and sets it
apart from related mindset and cognition constructs.
However, our first-order coding suggests this mindset
involves optimism, adaptability, being ready for
change, taking action, and persevering until things are
done. Developing such action-oriented cognitions
requires deliberate practice [39, 47] and to practice
resilience, entrepreneurs and prospective entrepreneurs
need to build experience with, confidence in, and tools
for, dealing with adversity. Because coaching and
mentorship helps entrepreneurs make sense of
experiences [47] it would be important for resilience
mindset-focused experiential learning initiatives to
include opportunities for knowledge reflection and
internalization. Such initiatives would assist in creating
greater individual resilience and greater entrepreneurial
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ecosystem resilience to help entrepreneurs overcome
future adversity.

4.3 Limitations and conclusions

Our qualitative, retroduction research identified
insights that help extend theory and provide direction
for practice and education, but our findings need
verification using confirmatory methods. While
insights were gained about resilience enactment during
an extreme MDC event, it is not clear if, to what extent,
or how, our findings apply to other, possibly more
common, unexpected external change events. Studying
extreme events is useful, however, to test boundary
conditions, and the COVID19 pandemic provided the
opportunity to test boundary conditions for resilience
enactment by severely effecting almost all small
business entrepreneurs, all at the same time, removing
the obfuscating effects of context, and allowing
examination of decision-making processes. We found,
in the COVID19 crisis knowledge uncertainty context,
that identity motives, perceptions of technology
affordances, and resilience mindsets of retail small
business entrepreneurs intertwine to impact their
resilience enacting technology adoption decisions.
These findings are generalizable to theory [48] and
provide direction for future research that is
generalizable to broader populations of entrepreneurs.
Such research is needed to understand the role of
identity motives, technology affordances, and resilience
mindset on resilience enactment in contexts beyond
retail small business facing massive discontinuous
change. Beyond resilience, investigation of the effects
of identity motives could also be fruitful in other
domains of research, such as under-standing differences
in opportunity recognition, the accrual and use of social
capital, and networking behavior. Our work illuminate
how entrepreneurs minimize, prevent or respond to the
dark side of knowledge. It is our hope that the work
presented here will motivate other researchers to pursue
studies of small business resilience in the face of the
dark side of knowledge, and to investigate the effects of
identity motives and technology affordances. This is to
ensure that we are all not only better prepared for future
events of massive discontinuous change, but also that
we will be better prepared to address knowledge
uncertainty and knowledge stocks and flows that are
questionable in nature.
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Table 1 Retail Entrepreneurs’ Strategic Response to the First Wave of COVID19
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