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 Abstract 

Research summary: The pandemic spread of the 
coronavirus COVID-19 is rightly focusing policy-
makers‘ attention on saving people‘s lives. At the same 

time, the pandemic crisis is threatening the survival of 
firms at a global scale, with potentially devastating 
societal and economic outcomes. In this Virtual Special 
Issue, we gather and discuss key papers published in the 
journals of the Strategic Management Society that 
provide insights into firms‘ potential strategic responses 

to crisis. Based on our overview, we identify four types 
of responses: retrenchment, persevering, innovating, and 
exit. Awareness of these responses has implications for 
managers and strategy scholars alike. 
Managerial summary: How can firms respond to crises 
such as the current pandemic spread of the coronavirus 
COVID-19? This Virtual Special Issue begins to provide 
answers to this question. Based on a select overview of 
papers published in the journals of the Strategic 
Management Society, we advance four types of strategic 
responses to crisis: retrenchment, persevering, 
innovating, and exit. Awareness of these responses has 
implications for managers and strategy scholars alike. 
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1  |  INTRODUCTION 

National economies—and the firms and individuals within them—have in recent years experienced a 
series of global crises. Among others, they have responded to the 1997–1997 Asian economic crisis, 
the 2000–2002 burst of the dot-com bubble and the post-9/11 economic downturn, the 2008 
economic and financial crisis, the 2011 Fukushima nuclear meltdown, the 2015 migration crisis, 
political crises such the rise of populism, struggles over Brexit, and trade wars, and the climate crisis. 
These and other crises may differ in their origins and scale (see Bansal, Kim, & Wood, 2018). Yet, 
they have in common that they have potentially devastating individual, societal, economic, and 
natural outcomes (Hällgren, Rouleau, & de Rond, 2018; Pearson & Clair, 1998), such as the 
breakdown of firms and industries, massive job losses, social precarity, and natural damages. These 
overwhelming impacts often stem from their global or cross-border effects, since responses are 
subject to the disparate governance regimes of the affected nation states and regions. 

Currently, the pandemic crisis is affecting the lives of people and organizations around the 
world. As the coronavirus COVID-19 continues to spread, more and more governments are 
implementing strong measures to save people‘s lives, such as the prohibition of events, lockdowns, 
and shutdowns. These measures contribute to slowing down the spread of COVID-19 in order to 
avoid lethal capacity overloads of national healthcare systems. At the same time, they threaten the 
survival of firms across all sectors and industries at a global scale. As previous crises have shown, 
such threats not only provoke major economic recessions, but also have severe societal repercussions 
when household incomes break away. Yet, the current pandemic crisis may have even more 
devastating impacts in these regards, given that it is hitting firms and societies at a fragile moment in 
time in which political and economic circumstances are particularly unstable (see Cuervo-Cazurra, 
Mudambi, & Pedersen, 2017). Therefore, the current crisis raises important questions about how 
firms can respond effectively to crises such as the COVID-19 pandemic. 

In this Virtual Special Issue, we gather and discuss key articles published in the journals of the 
Strategic Management Society (SMS) that shed light on how firms respond to crisis. Given the long 
history of articles published in the SMS journals on this and related topics, such an overview is 
inherently selective. Here, we focus on papers that relate directly to strategic responses to crises in a 
narrow sense, i.e., shocks that are perceived by organizational members as sudden, unexpected, and 
massively disruptive (see Pearson & Clair, 1998; Weick, 1993). This leaves us with 13 insightful 
papers1 that hint at four strategies for responding to crisis: retrenchment, persevering, innovating, and 
exit. We next elaborate on how these papers inform our understanding of strategic responses to 
crisis. 

 
1 We generated the presented corpus of articles in three steps. First, we read the abstracts of all papers published in the 
SMS journals and saved the 109 papers with references to crises and strategic responses for further analysis. Second, we 
read the saved papers and sorted out those that refer more loosely to "crisis" as organizational underperformance caused 
by socio-technical changes in the environment. This left us with a sample of 21 papers. Finally, we focused on those 13 
papers that provide strong empirical evidence for, or conceptual arguments relating to, different types of strategic 
responses to crisis. 
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2  |  RETRENCHMENT 

Retrenchment is a widely observable strategic response to crisis (Bruton, Ahlstrom, & Wan, 2003). 
This response refers to ―reductions in costs, assets, products, product lines, and overhead‖ (Pearce & 
Robbins, 1993, p. 614). Such measures, thus, potentially narrow the scope of a firm‘s business 

activities. As prior research shows, narrowing a business‘ scope through retrenchment makes mixed 

contributions to business turnaround. Some scholars consider retrenchment an important part of 
long-term firm recovery, as it stabilizes performance declines (Pearce & Robbins, 1994; Robbins & 
Pearce, 1992), improves the focus on existing activities by decreasing complexity and increasing 
transparency (Benner & Zenger, 2016; Gartenberg, 2014), and, in doing so, provides a solid basis for 
strategic renewal. Others argue that retrenchment might contribute to continual underperformance 
compared to nonretrenchers (Barker & Duhaime, 1997; Barker & Mone, 1994). 

De Figueiredo, Feldman, and Rawley’s (2019) study shows why a reduction in business scope 
in times of crisis may be associated with a net loss for affected firms. In their study of the closure of 
several hedge funds during the 2007–2009 global financial crisis, the authors demonstrated that the 
performance of related sister funds was negatively affected by this decision. This trend was even 
amplified and seemed to persist for a longer period of time if hedge funds were more closely 
affiliated with each other. Hence, the key essence of this study is that managers need to be aware of 
the potential destruction of synergy effects through downsizing measures in times of crisis. The loss 
of synergy effects, then, obstructs economies of scale and scope in the longer run, given that the 
management cannot spread resources and costs across businesses anymore. 

Thus, although retrenchment might partly be a necessary or even an unavoidable ad-hoc 
response to crisis in the short run, the long-term viability of this response is far from uncontested 
(see also Chadwick, Hunter, & Walston, 2004). Especially when a crisis lasts for a longer period of 
time, continued retrenchment may lead to an erosion of a firm‘s valuable resources, capabilities, and 

culture (see Ndofor, Vanevenhoven, & Barker, 2013). This draws our attention to alternative 
strategic responses to crisis. 

3  |  PERSEVERING 

Persevering relates to measures aimed at sustaining a firm‘s business activities in response to crisis. 

Thus, in contrast to a narrowed scope of activities through retrenchment, such measures aim at 
preserving the status quo and mitigating the adverse impacts of the crisis (Wenzel, 2015). As prior 
studies indicate, persevering can be a surprisingly effective strategic response to crisis (Pacheco-de-
Almeida, 2010; Stieglitz, Knudsen, & Becker, 2016). Especially in uncertain situations in which 
firms are confronted with changed circumstances on a day-to-day basis, persevering firms may 
outperform competitors that conduct strategic renewal. This is so because ―frequent directional 

changes undermine the value of [strategic renewal] and decisively shift performance advantages to 
inert organizations that‖ preserve the status quo (Stieglitz et al., 2016, p. 1854). 

For example, in a study of Asian manufacturing firms during the economic crisis in 1997, 
Chakrabarti (2015) observed that, compared to firms that persevered, firms engaging in asset 
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reconfiguration were more likely to suffer from performance disruptions and faced a higher risk of 
failure. This study shows that radically renewing one‘s business in times of crisis is not always the 

superior response, as such strategies even ―augmented the adverse effect of the economic shock on 

firm performance and survival‖ (p. 1717). Hence, a key insight of this study is that persevering can 
make greater contributions to firm survival than using slack resources for strategic renewal. 
Moreover, strong external institutions ―help mitigate the disruptive effect of a shock‖ (p. 1723) by 

providing firms with access to capital and information, among others. 
In their study of the economic aftermath of the 9/11 terrorist attacks, Li and Tallman (2011) 

focused on factors that mitigate the impacts of crises. They highlighted that a multinational firm is 
more likely able to thrive over time if it is more internationally diversified. Specifically, the authors 
showed that, although markets punish internationally diversified firms in the short run for being 
potentially exposed to greater risks than non-diversified firms, multinational firms may have to 
persevere in order to reap benefits that kick in at a later point in time. This is  because international 
diversification is associated with a broader base of reaction, a positive portfolio effect through the 
means of diversification, and the possibility to evade crises. Hence, similar to Chakrabarti (2015), 
one of the key insights derived from this study is that firms might forego potential benefits when 
leaving prior paths too promptly in times of crisis. 

This perspective is also shared by Cuervo-Cazurra, Doz, and Gaur (2020), who point to 
multinational firms‘ strategies for sustaining their business activities in the wake of increasing 

skepticism toward globalization. As the authors argue, multinational firms counteract this trend 
through flexible and protective measures. In doing so, multinational firms preserve the status quo 
instead of fundamentally reshaping their businesses. The authors substantiate their argument by 
providing examples such as multinational firms‘ lobbying work in global finance to counter rhetoric 
of skepticism against cross-border finance. 

De Carolis, Yang, Deeds, and Nelling (2009) also underpin the importance of perseverance as a 
strategic response to crisis. They examined firm characteristics that contribute to mitigating the 
impacts of acute adverse events. Specifically, the authors studied pharmaceutical biotech ventures in 
the wake of events of forced, premature termination of their product development. This study 
suggests that not all resources and capabilities are equally important for persevering a crisis. As this 
study shows, leveraging firm-specific core competencies is ―the strongest bulwark against an adverse 

event‖ (p. 157). 
Finally, Lim, Das, and Das (2009) highlighted that, in order to maintain a firm‘s existing 

strategy in times of crisis, managers may have to adapt their decision-making at least to some extent. 
Specifically, their study of publicly listed Singapore companies in the 1997 Asian economic crisis 
shows that managers pursuing unrelated diversification strategies needed to adjust their take on debt 
financing. While managers were generally more averse to debt financing in times of relative stability, 
their perceptions changed in times of crisis. Consequently, they were more willing to engage in debt 
financing to sustain their strategy of unrelated diversification. 

Thus, as these studies show, persevering may be an effective strategic response to crisis, such 
that managers may be well-advised not to engage in strategic renewal too early. However, this 
response is essentially bound to the availability of slack resources, both internally and externally. 
The likelihood that a firm (or an external institution offering debt financing) reaches the limits of 
available slack increases with the duration of the crisis that is faces. Therefore, we argue that 
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persevering can contribute to sustaining firm survival in the medium run, but it will be difficult, if 
not impossible to enact this response if a crisis lasts for a longer period of time. 

4  |  INNOVATING 

While crises can have devastating impacts on economies and societies, they also open up an 
opportunity space for strategic renewal. Specifically, crises ―relax [...] the ‗normal‘ constraints 

around decision-making‖ (Bryson, 1981, p. 181) and, thus, offer to realize what used to be 
unthinkable or unfeasible (Rosenbloom, 2000; Roy, Lampert, & Stoyneva, 2018; Tripsas, 1997). In 
this sense, we refer to innovating as the realization of strategic renewal in response to crisis. 

Reymen, Andries, Berends, Mauer, Stephan, & van Burg’s (2015) study is instructive in this 
regard. Their study of causation and effectuation (Sarasvathy, 2001) in new venture creation shows 
that increased environmental uncertainty, such as during a crisis, is conducive of widening a 
venture‘s scope of business activities. Specifically, the authors showed how firms start to explore 

new alternatives, expand their activities toward other sectors, and reflect on new ways of doing 
business in the wake of environmental uncertainties. Thus, in contrast to persevering or pursuing 
retrenchment measures, the founders of the examined ventures decided to engage in strategic 
renewal. 

Relatedly, Helfat (1997) highlighted the importance of complementary assets for adapting and 
broadening the scope of business activities in response to crisis. Based on a study of the U.S. 
petroleum industry in the 1970s oil crisis, the author showed that firms engaged in R&D on coal 
conversion in order to retrieve synthetic fuel if they possessed physical assets and complementary 
technological knowledge. 

In turn, Wan and Yiu (2009) highlighted opportunities for corporate acquisitions that crises 
open up. Intriguingly, their study in the context of the 1997–1998 Asian economic crisis shows that 
firm acquisition is positively related to firm performance during a crisis, but not before or after the 
shock. Therefore, based on their analysis, the authors concluded that slack resources are only 
beneficial for corporate acquisition in the event of a crisis. Thus, whereas studies on persevering 
partly highlight that slack resources and strategic renewal might not outperform a ―wait and see‖ 

response to crisis (e.g., Chakrabarti, 2015), such resources seem to be particularly important when 
looking to acquire other firms in order to deepen or extend a firm‘s business activities in the wake of 

crisis. 
Other studies have unpacked the role of decision power in the process of innovating in response 

to crisis. For example, Dowell, Shackell, and Stuart (2011) showed that young internet firms 
performed better amidst the dot-com crisis if they were governed by smaller and more independent 
boards, and if they had a powerful CEO with far-reaching room to maneuver. More specifically, the 
authors suggested that a powerful CEO and a small board enables a firm to move more quickly than 
rivals without such governance structures. Importantly, however, this assertion seemed to hold only 
for firms that were particularly affected by the crisis. 

Similarly, Gartenberg and Pierce (2017) pinpointed the importance of strong corporate 
governance when engaging in strategic renewal in response to crisis. Based on their examination of 
banks in the 2008 mortgage crisis, they suggested that vertically integrated banks, as opposed to 
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more traditionally structured banks, were only able to reap benefits from their organizational 
structure in times of crisis if they possessed a strong corporate governance. However, in non-crisis 
situations, vertical integration harmed the examined firms, as it invited managers to exploit their 
broader discretion. Thus, the authors warned of too much scope of action for managers, as this might 
lead to agency problems. In fact, they even suggested that potential governance advantages of 
vertical integration during a crisis might be offset or reversed when managers are poorly monitored. 

Thus, as these studies demonstrate, innovating can be an effective strategic response to crisis 
(see also Brinckmann, Villanueva, Grichnick, & Singh, 2019; Lee & Makhija, 2009). Given the 
resource-based limits to persevering over time, we argue that innovating may be increasingly 
valuable, if not unavoidable to sustain firm survival in the longer run if the crisis lasts for a longer 
period of time and heeds the exploration of alternative sources of revenue. However, unless 
managers and employees are able to ―creat[e] something from nothing‖ through bricolage (Baker & 
Nelson, 2005, p. 329) or understand and exploit the fungibility of their resources (Danneels, 2011), 
they most likely need excess capacities to realize strategic renewal in response to crisis. Here, ―cash 

is surprisingly valuable as a strategic asset‖ (Kim & Bettis, 2014, p. 2053), as it offers the liquidity 
needed to conduct strategic change in hostile contexts (see also Deb, David, & O‘Brien, 2017). 
Therefore, the opportunity space for conducting strategic renewal may close if managers wait too 
long and, thus, use up the firm‘s slack resources through persevering or retrenchment measures. 

5  |  EXIT 

By exit, we refer to the discontinuation of a firm‘s business activities in response to crisis (see 
Argyres, Bigelow, & Nickerson, 2015; Burgelman, 1996). An exit may be unavoidable when the 
other responses fail. It may also be the outcome of fatalistic judgments, meaning that managers 
discontinue their business because they do not believe that any other response will help their firm 
survive the crisis (see Wenzel, Cornelissen, Koch, Hartmann, & Rauch, 2020). However, unlike the 
filing of bankruptcy, business exit may even be a valuable strategic decision from the outset. 

For example, Dai, Eden, and Bemish (2017) argued that ―the best way to cope with [a crisis] 
may be to exit‖ (p. 1478). To gain an understanding of why some firms flee and others stay, the 
authors conducted a study of multinational firms with subsidiaries in war-afflicted regions. Their 
study shows that exit rates depend on firm vulnerability, characterized by the degree of immediate 
exposure to the crisis, at-risk resources which would be hard to replace once lost, and a firm‘s 

capacity to cope with harm. Especially at-risk resources might become a liability, as managers may 
opt against exit although being exposed to major crisis. 

Oh and Oetzel’s (2011) study sheds light on the dynamics of exit in response to crisis. The 
authors examined large European multinational firms whose managers responded to terrorist attacks, 
technological disasters, and natural disasters. A key implication of their study is that managers‘ 

choice to exit depends on the type of disaster that a firm faces. In the authors‘ sample, exit was less 

likely in response to natural disasters, and it was more likely when facing terrorist attacks or 
technological disasters. Furthermore, the authors showed that developed external institutions 
mitigated this trend. Specifically, exits were less likely in the case of natural disasters or terrorist 
attacks when the host country‘s government was perceived to be more effective. Thus, similar to 
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studies on persevering as a strategic response to crisis (Chakrabarti, 2015), the authors found that 
strong and developed institutional environments mitigate the outlook of economic disturbance and, 
thus, render exits less attractive for firms. 

Thus, exits may not necessarily be imposed on firms by adverse business environments: In part, 
they also constitute a deliberate strategic response to crisis (see also Wan, Chen, & Yiu, 2015). 
Importantly, as prior research suggests, exits can be an important foundation for strategic renewal 
(Ren, Hu, & Cui, 2019), as they free up committed resources and, therefore, contribute to the 
formation of new ventures (Carnahan, 2017). Therefore, although exits are not costless (Moulton & 
Thomas, 1993) and potentially leave a stigma of ―business failure‖ (Xia, Dawley, Jiang, Ma, & Boal, 
2016), such responses may not necessarily be the end of the road. 

6  |  DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

How do firms respond effectively to crisis? As the current spread of the coronavirus COVID-19 is 
expected to have devastating economic and societal repercussions, this question raises growing 
interest among strategy scholars and practitioners alike. Our overview of select articles published in 
the SMS journals points to four strategic responses to crisis: Retrenchment, persevering, innovating, 
and exit. 
Retrenchment refers to cost-cutting measures that potentially reduce the scope of a firm‘s business 

activities. As prior research shows, this strategic response may help firms survive a crisis in the short 

run, as it partially offsets lost revenues. However, evidence on the long-term viability of 
retrenchment measures is mixed at best: While some studies position retrenchment as a necessary 
precursor to strategic renewal and firm recovery, other studies warn of the irrecoverable damages 
such as the loss of synergies that retrenchment measures entail. 
Persevering relates to the preservation of the status quo of a firm‘s business activities in times of 

crisis, e.g., through debt financing and the consumption of available slack resources. Prior studies 
suggest that persevering can be a viable strategic response to crisis in the medium run. Specifically, 
the value of conducting strategic renewal ―too early‖ in times of crisis may be eroded by constant 

and unforeseeable changes in the business landscape, thus leaving firms that persevere better off. 
However, when crises last for longer periods of time, the sources of internal and external slack may 
dry up at some point. Then, it might be ―too late‖ to conduct strategic renewal in order to tap into 
alternative sources of revenue, as this process often requires slack resources as well. Thus, in the 
long run, persevering may threaten firm survival. 
Innovating refers to conducting strategic renewal in response to crisis. As prior studies show, crises 
open up opportunities for strategic renewal—even for firms that rigidly stick to their strategy under 
business-as-usual conditions. This is so because crises trigger a mode of reflection that allows 
managers and employees to transcend the boundaries of what they believe is thinkable and feasible. 
Given that especially long-lasting crises leave irrevocable traces in the business landscape that render 
a return to the previous order impossible, innovating is an important, if not unavoidable strategic 
response to crisis for sustaining firm survival in the long run. 
Exit refers to the discontinuation of a firm‘s business activities. While a firm‘s exit is conventionally 

viewed as a forced outcome of conducting an unprofitable business, it can also be a strategic 
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response to crisis. Specifically, exits free up committed resources that can, then, be reused for 
pursuing crisis-induced business opportunities. In this sense, an exit is not necessarily a 
manifestation of business failure per se, and it is not necessarily the last resort when the other 
strategic responses to crisis fail. Instead, a business exit may be a valuable strategic response to crisis 
at any time. 

6.1  |  Implications for strategy scholars 

Arguably, since the 1970s, crises have increasingly become an omnipresent part of organizational 
life (Wenzel, Krämer, Koch, & Reckwitz, 2020). As a result, managers and employees increasingly 
experience uncertainty concerning the appropriateness of firms‘ business activities (Alvarez, Afuah, 
& Gibson, 2018). This, then, raises questions about how managers and employees can respond 
effectively to crisis. 

As this Virtual Special Issue showcases, strategy scholars have begun to respond to this shift. 
The issue gathers key papers from a body of literature that informs different types of strategic 
responses to crisis. As our overview suggests, the value of these responses is associated with 
different time horizons, unfolding potential net benefits in the short run, medium run, long(er) run, or 
at any time. Thus, the main contribution of this Virtual Special Issue is to make sense of this 
burgeoning stream of strategy literature by developing a taxonomy of strategic responses to crisis, 
one that surfaces ―time horizon‖ as an important dimension when considering the value of such 
responses. 

However, given the omnipresence and profoundness of crises such as the current pandemic 
spread of COVID-19, we argue that more research is needed to unpack strategy-making in times of 
crisis. Specifically, whereas uncertainty ―has fallen out of favor‖ in many theories of strategic 

management (Alvarez et al., 2018, p. 169), it is an integral part of responses to crisis. This makes it 
difficult, if not impossible for managers to know ex ante which strategic response will lead firms to 
survive a crisis and recover in the aftermath of the shock (Pearson & Clair, 1998). Therefore, we 
encourage future research to examine in greater depth the internal and external enablers (and 
disablers) that lead managers and employees to respond (in)appropriately to the situational 
circumstances that crises invoke. 

This Virtual Special Issue points to several opportunities for future research. First, the relative 
value of strategic responses to crisis based on varying time horizons points to temporal dynamics in 
the process of responding to crisis. That is, at certain points in time, one response might be superior 
to others, and it might be ―too early‖ or ―too late‖ to pursue some of the strategic responses to crisis. 

This hints at ―windows of opportunity‖  (Huy, 2001; Tyre & Orlikowski, 1994) in which strategic 
responses to crisis are more or less effective. Although time and the dynamics of strategic continuity 
and change have been found to be closely interconnected (Kunisch, Bartunek, & Mueller, 2017), we 
know little about the temporal dynamics involved strategic responses to crisis. Therefore, we invite 
future research to explore the role of time and temporality in the process of responding to crisis in 
greater depth. 

Second, as this overview indicates, the identified strategic responses to crisis are not unrelated. 
That is, one response might be a necessary precursor to another. Although previous work partly 
points into this direction (e.g., Langley, Fallon, & Kakabadse, 2009; Robbins & Pearce, 1992), we 

A
cc

ep
te

d 
A

rti
cl

e

This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved.



WENZEL, STANSKE, AND LIEBERMAN V15 

 

 

know little about the dynamics of shifting between strategic responses to crisis. Therefore, we 
encourage future research to explore sequential patterns of responses as well as their underlying 
mechanisms that are more or less effective in dealing with crises. 

Third, as indicated earlier, Virtual Special Issues are inherently selective in that they can only 
showcase the cornerstones of focal debates (see also Wenzel & Lieberman, 2020). Awareness of 
such cornerstones opens up opportunities for exploring hitherto untapped terrain. For example, one 
may explore new strategic responses to crisis that have not been identified as such. Among others, 
such responses may include using slack resources to help other individuals and organizations in 
times of need (Muller & Kräussl, 2011), forming temporary alliances with other firms (Bucheli, 
Salvaj, & Kim, 2019; Mitchell & Singh, 1996), or acquiring smaller players (Cozzolino & 
Rothaermel, 2018; Furr & Kapoor, 2018). 

Finally, all of these strategies are likely to be rendered more complex when they have to be 
undertaken across national borders, i.e., within multinational firms. The voices of units within the 
firm are likely to have differential weight depending on whether they were acquired or greenfield 
operations since ―managers that were part of an acquired group tend to be associated with a different 
corporate culture‖ (Cantwell & Mudambi, 2005, p. 1115). However, Cantwell and Mudambi (2005) 
find that this weaker position of acquired units is more than offset when they have significant roles in 
the firm‘s innovation processes. Thus, acquired units may be more vulnerable to retrenchment and 
exit in times of crisis, unless they can play a significant role in the firm‘s innovating responses. 

6.2  |  Implications for managers 

Retrenchment is a main, if not the most common strategy that managers select in response to crisis 
(Bruton et al., 2003). In fact, from the perspective of managers, retrenchment may even be the only 
perceived way forward in the short run. This, then, leaves no viable alternative to reduce the scope of 
business activities. Yet, as our overview points out, retrenchment is not the only strategic response to 
crisis. This Virtual Special Issue raises awareness of the variety of potential responses that managers 
have available. It also raises doubts concerning the effectiveness of retrenchment compared to other 
strategic responses, especially when crises last longer. In this sense, retrenchment may be a first, but 
not necessarily not the last step on the road toward firm recovery. 

Furthermore, our overview points to persevering and innovating as potentially effective strategic 
responses to crisis in the medium and long(er) run, respectively. Both types of responses, however, 
essentially build on the availability of slack resources, whether internally or externally, which may 
become scarce rather quickly in times of crisis. In the wake of the corona crisis, governments seem 
to have understood this, as they increasingly implement measures such as interim financing, reduced 
hours compensation, and fiscal stimulus packages to support firms (e.g., FAZ, 2020; Stein, DeBonis, 
Werner, & Kane, 2020). For managers, this implies making use of the public support structures in 
place (see also Fainshmidt, Smith, & Judge, 2016; Landau, Karna, Richter, & Uhlenbruck, 2016) in 
order to accumulate the slack resources needed to persevere or innovate. 

Importantly, this Virtual Special Issue also includes exit as a strategic response to crisis. A 
business exit may leave a stigma of ―failure‖ for managers (Xia et al., 2016). As a result, managers 
may adversely delay a business exit (seeElfenbein & Knott, 2014). The present overview, however, 
highlights the opportunities that can arise when pursuing a business exit: Rather than being located at 
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the end of the road, an exit may be the starting point of a new venture, one that is able to do justice to 
the changed business conditions that the crisis has created. Therefore, we encourage managers and 
business owners to view exit as a potentially viable response to crisis that opens up opportunities to 
move forward. 

In summary, strategic responses to crisis are an important and highly relevant field of study. We 
hope that this Virtual Special Issue inspires ongoing and future debates about how managers and 
employees respond to crisis. 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

We are indebted to the Coeditors of the SMS journals for their insightful feedback. In addition, we 
thank the SMS Executive Office and the Wiley staff for processing this VSI so quickly in these 
exceptional times. 

REFERENCES 

Alvarez, S. A., Afuah, A., & Gibson, C. (2018). Should management theories take uncertainty seriously? Academy of 

Management Review, 43(2), 169–172. DOI: 10.5465/amr.2018.0050 
Argyres, N., Bigelow, L., & Nickerson, J. A. (2015). Dominant designs, innovation shocks, and the follower's dilemma. 

Strategic Management Journal, 36(2), 216–234. DOI: 10.1002/smj.2207 
Baker, T., & Nelson, R. E. (2005). Creating something from nothing: Resource construction through entrepreneurial 

bricolage. Administrative Science Quarterly, 50(3), 329–366. DOI: 10.2189/asqu.2005.50.3.329 
Bansal, P., Kim, A., & Wood, M. O. (2018). Hidden in plain sight: The importance of scale in organizations‘ attention to 

issues. Academy of Management Review, 43(2), 217–241. DOI: 10.5465/amr.2014.0238 
Barker, V. L., & Duhaime, I. M. (1997). Strategic change in the turnaround process: Theory and empirical evidence. 

Strategic Management Journal, 18(1), 13–38. DOI: 10.1002/(SICI)1097-0266(199701)18:1<13::AID-
SMJ843>3.0.CO;2-X 

Barker, V. L., & Mone, M. A. (1994). Retrenchment: Cause of turnaround or consequence of decline? Strategic 

Management Journal, 15(5), 395–405. DOI: 10.1002/smj.4250150506 
Benner, M. J., & Zenger, T. (2016). The lemons problem in markets for strategy. Strategy Science, 1(2), 71–89. DOI: 

10.1287/stsc.2015.0010 
Brinckmann, J., Villanueva, J., Grichnick, D., & Singh, L. (2019). Sources of strategic flexibility in new ventures: An 

analysis of the role of resource leveraging practices. Strategic Entrepreneurship Journal, 13(2), 154–178. DOI: 
10.1002/sej.1313 

Bruton, G. D., Ahlstrom, D., & Wan, J. C. C. (2003). Turnaround in East Asian firms: Evidence from ethnic Overseas 
Chinese communities. Strategic Management Journal, 24(6), 519–540. DOI: 10.1002/smj.312 

Bryson, J. M. (1981). A perspective on planning and crises in the public sector. Strategic Management Journal, 2(2), 
181–196. DOI: 10.1002/smj.4250020207 

Bucheli, M., Salvaj, E., & Kim, M. (2019). Better together: How multinationals come together with business groups in 
times of economic and political transitions. Global Strategy Journal, 9(2), 176–207. DOI: 10.1002/gsj.1326 

Burgelman, R. A. (1996). A process model of strategic business exit: Implications for an evolutionary perspective on 
strategy. Strategic Management Journal, 17(S1), 193–214. DOI: 10.1002/smj.4250171012 

Cantwell, J., & Mudambi, R. (2005). MNE competence‐creating subsidiary mandates. Strategic Management Journal, 

26(12), 1109–1128. DOI: 10.1002/smj.497 
Carnahan, S. (2017). Blocked but not tackled: Who founds new firms when rivals dissolve? Strategic Management 

Journal, 38(11), 2189–2212. DOI: 10.1002/smj.2653 
Chadwick, C., Hunter, L. W., & Walston, S. L. (2004). Effects of downsizing practices on the performance of hospitals. 

Strategic Management Journal, 25(5), 405–427. DOI: 10.1002/smj.383 
Chakrabarti, A. (2015). Organizational adaptation in an economic shock: The role of growth reconfiguration. Strategic 

Management Journal, 36(11), 1717–1738. DOI: 10.1002/smj.2309 
Cozzolino, A., & Rothaermel, F. T. (2018). Discontinuities, competition, and cooperation: Coopetitive dynamics between 

incumbents and entrants. Strategic Management Journal, 39(12), 3053–3085. DOI: 10.1002/smj.2776 
Cuervo-Cazurra, A., Doz, Y., & Gaur, A. (2020). Skepticism of globalization and global strategy: Increasing regulations 

and countervailing strategies. Global Strategy Journal, 10(1), 3–31. DOI: 10.1002/gsj.1374 

A
cc

ep
te

d 
A

rti
cl

e

This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved.



WENZEL, STANSKE, AND LIEBERMAN V17 

 

 

Cuervo-Cazurra, A., Mudambi, R., & Pedersen, T. (2017). Globalization: Rising skepticism. Global Strategy Journal, 

7(2), 155–158. DOI: 10.1002/gsj.1156 
Dai, L., Eden, L., & Bemish, P. W. (2017). Caught in the crossfire: Dimensions of vulnerability and foreign 

multinationals' exit from war‐afflicted countries. Strategic Management Journal, 38(7), 1478–1498. DOI: 
10.1002/smj.2599 

Danneels, E. (2011). Trying to become a different type of company: Dynamic capability at Smith Corona. Strategic 

Management Journal, 32(1), 1–31. DOI: 10.1002/smj.863 
De Carolis, D. M., Yang, Y., Deeds, D. L., & Nelling, E. (2009). Weathering the storm: the benefit of resources to high‐

technology ventures navigating adverse events. Strategic Entrepreneurship Journal, 3(2), 147–160. DOI: 
10.1002/sej.68 

de Figueiredo, R. J. P., Feldman, E. R., & Rawley, E. (2019). The costs of refocusing: Evidence from hedge fund 
closures during the financial crisis. Strategic Management Journal, 40(8), 1268–1290. DOI: 10.1002/smj.3026 

Deb, P., David, P., & O‘Brien, J. P. (2017). When is cash good or bad for firm performance? Strategic Management 

Journal, 38(2), 436–454. DOI: 10.1002/smj.2486 
Dowell, G. W. S., Shackell, M. B., & Stuart, N. V. (2011). Boards, CEOs, and surviving a financial crisis: Evidence from 

the internet shakeout. Strategic Management Journal, 32(10), 1025–1045. DOI: 10.1002/smj.923 
Elfenbein, D. W., & Knott, A. M. (2014). Time to exit: Rational, behavioral, and organizational delays. Strategic 

Management Journal, 36(7), 957–975. DOI: 10.1002/smj.2262 
Fainshmidt, S., Smith, A., & Judge, W. Q. (2016). National competitiveness and Porter‘s diamond model: The role of 

MNE penetration and governance quality. Global Strategy Journal, 6(2), 81–104. DOI: 10.1002/gsj.1116 
FAZ. (2020, March 23). Kabinett beschließt Hilfspaket über 156 Milliarden Euro. Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung. 

Retrieved from https://www.faz.net/aktuell/wirtschaft/konjunktur/hilfspaket-in-corona-krise-156-milliarden-euro-
neuverschuldung-16692377.html 

Furr, N. R., & Kapoor, R. (2018). Capabilities, technologies, and firm exit during industry shakeout: Evidence from the 
global solar photovoltaic industry. Strategic Management Journal, 39(1), 33–61. DOI: 10.1002/smj.2709 

Gartenberg, C. (2014). Do parents matter? Effects of lender affiliation through the mortgage boom and bust. 
Management Science, 60(11), 2776–2793. DOI: 10.1287/mnsc.2014.1944 

Gartenberg, C., & Pierce, L. (2017). Subprime governance: Agency costs in vertically integrated banks and the 2008 
mortgage crisis. Strategic Management Journal, 38(2), 300–321. DOI: 10.1002/smj.2481 

Hällgren, M., Rouleau, L., & de Rond, M. (2018). A matter of life and death: How extreme context research matters for 
management and organization studies. Academy of Management Annals, 12(1), 111–153. DOI: 
10.5465/annals.2016.0017 

Helfat, C. E. (1997). Know‐how and asset complementarity and dynamic capability accumulation: The case of r&d. 
Strategic Management Journal, 18(5), 339–360. DOI: 10.1002/(SICI)1097-0266(199705)18:5<339::AID-
SMJ883>3.0.CO;2-7 

Huy, Q. N. (2001). Time, temporal capability, and planned change. Academy of Management Review, 26(4), 601–623. 
DOI: 10.2307/3560244 

Kim, C., & Bettis, R. A. (2014). Cash is surprisingly valuable as a strategic asset. Strategic Management Journal, 35(13), 
2053–2063. DOI: 10.1002/smj.2205 

Kunisch, S., Bartunek, J. M., & Mueller, J. (2017). Time in strategic change research. Academy of Management Annals, 

11(2), 1005–1064. DOI: 10.5465/annals.2015.0133 
Landau, C., Karna, A., Richter, A., & Uhlenbruck, K. (2016). Institutional leverage capability: Creating and using 

institutional advantages of internationalization. Global Strategy Journal, 6(1), 50–68. DOI: 10.1002/gsj.1108 
Langley, A., Fallon, G., & Kakabadse, N. K. (2009). Strategy evolution in Central and Eastern European pharmaceutical 

firms 1992–2005. Strategic Change: Briefings in Entrepreneurial Finace, 18(1-2), 59–80. DOI: 10.1002/jsc.839 
Lee, S.-H., & Makhija, M. (2009). Flexibility in internationalization: Is it valuable during an economic crisis? Strategic 

Management Journal, 30(5), 537–555. DOI: 10.1002/smj.742 
Li, S., & Tallman, S. (2011). MNC strategies, exogenous shocks, and performance outcomes. Strategic Management 

Journal, 32(10), 1119–1127. DOI: 10.1002/smj.918 
Lim, E. N.-K., Das, S. S., & Das, A. (2009). Diversification strategy, capital structure, and the Asian financial crisis 

(1997–1998): Evidence from Singapore firms. Strategic Management Journal, 30(6), 577–594. DOI: 
10.1002/smj.752 

Mitchell, W., & Singh, K. (1996). Survival of businesses using collaborative relationships to commercialize complex 
goods. Strategic Management Journal, 17(3), 169–195. DOI: 10.1002/(SICI)1097-0266(199603)17:3<169::AID-
SMJ801>3.0.CO;2-%23 

Moulton, W. N., & Thomas, H. (1993). Bankruptcy as a deliberate strategy: Theoretical considerations and empirical 
evidence. Strategic Management Journal, 14(2), 125–135. DOI: 10.1002/smj.4250140204 

Muller, A., & Kräussl, R. (2011). Doing good deeds in times of need: A strategic perspective on corporate disaster 
donations. Strategic Management Journal, 32(9), 911–929. DOI: 10.1002/smj.917 

Ndofor, H. A., Vanevenhoven, J., & Barker, V. L. (2013). Software firm turnarounds in the 1990s: An analysis of 
reversing decline in a growing, dynamic industry. Strategic Management Journal, 34(9), 1123–1133. DOI: 
10.1002/smj.2050 

A
cc

ep
te

d 
A

rti
cl

e

This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved.



V18 WENZEL, STANSKE, AND LIEBERMAN 

 

 

Oh, C. H., & Oetzel, J. (2011). Multinationals' response to major disasters: how does subsidiary investment vary in 
response to the type of disaster and the quality of country governance? Strategic Management Journal, 32(6), 658–

681. DOI: 10.1002/smj.904 
Pacheco-de-Almeida, G. (2010). Erosion, time compression, and self‐displacement of leaders in hypercompetitive 

environments. Strategic Management Journal, 31(13), 1498–1526. DOI: 10.1002/smj.896 
Pearce, J. A., & Robbins, K. (1993). Toward improved theory and research on business turnaround. Journal of 

Management, 19(3), 613–636. DOI: 10.1177/014920639301900306 
Pearce, J. A., & Robbins, K. (1994). Retrenchment remains the foundation of business turnaround. Strategic 

Management Journal, 15(5), 417–417. DOI: 10.1002/smj.4250150507 
Pearson, C. M., & Clair, J. A. (1998). Reframing crisis management. Academy of Management Review, 23(1), 59–76. 

DOI: 10.2307/259099 
Ren, C. R., Hu, Y., & Cui, T. H. (2019). Responses to rival exit: Product variety, market expansion, and preexisting 

market structure. Strategic Management Journal, 40(2), 253–276. DOI: 10.1002/smj.2970 
Reymen, I. M. M. J., Andries, P., Berends, H., Mauer, R., Stephan, U., & van Burg, E. (2015). Understanding dynamics 

of strategic decision making in venture creation: A process study of effectuation and causation. Strategic 

Entrepreneurship Journal, 9(4), 351–379. DOI: 10.1002/sej.1201 
Robbins, K., & Pearce, J. A. (1992). Turnaround: Retrenchment and recovery. Strategic Management Journal, 13(4), 

287–309. DOI: 10.1002/smj.4250130404 
Rosenbloom, R. S. (2000). Leadership, capabilities, and technological change: The transformation of NCR in the 

electronic era. Strategic Management Journal, 21(10-11), 1083–1103. DOI: 10.1002/1097-
0266(200010/11)21:10/11<1083::AID-SMJ127>3.0.CO;2-4 

Roy, R., Lampert, C. M., & Stoyneva, I. (2018). When dinosaurs fly: The role of firm capabilities in the „avianization― of 

incumbents during disruptive technological change. Strategic Entrepreneurship Journal, 12(2), 261–284.  
Sarasvathy, S. D. (2001). Causation and effectuation: Toward a theoretical shift from economic inevitability to 

entrepreneurial contingency. Academy of Management Review, 26(2), 243–263. DOI: 10.5465/AMR.2001.4378020 
Stein, J., DeBonis, M., Werner, E., & Kane, P. (2020, March 2020). Senate Republicans release massive economic 

stimulus bill for coronavirus response. Washington Post. Retrieved from 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/business/2020/03/19/trump-coronavirus-economic-plan-stimulus/ 

Stieglitz, N., Knudsen, T., & Becker, M. C. (2016). Adaptation and inertia in dynamic environments. Strategic 

Management Journal, 37(9), 1854–1864. DOI: 10.1002/smj.2433 
Tripsas, M. (1997). Unraveling the process of creative destruction: Complementary assets and incumbent survival in the 

typesetter industry. Strategic Management Journal, 18(S1), 119–142. DOI: 10.1002/(SICI)1097-
0266(199707)18:1+<119::AID-SMJ921>3.0.CO;2-0 

Tyre, M. J., & Orlikowski, W. J. (1994). Windows of opportunity: Temporal patterns of technological adaptation in 
organizations. Organization Science, 5(1), 98–118. DOI: 10.1287/orsc.5.1.98 

Wan, W. P., Chen, H. S., & Yiu, D. W. (2015). Organizational image, identity, and international divestment: A 
theoretical examination. Global Strategy Journal, 5(3), 205–222. DOI: 10.1002/gsj.1101 

Wan, W. P., & Yiu, D. W. (2009). From crisis to opportunity: Environmental jolt, corporate acquisitions, and firm 
performance. Strategic Management Journal, 30(7), 791–801. DOI: 10.1002/smj.744 

Weick, K. E. (1993). The collapse of sensemaking in organizations: The Mann Gulch disaster. Administrative Science 

Quarterly, 38(4), 628–652. DOI: 10.2307/2393339 
Wenzel, M. (2015). Path dependence and the stabilization of strategic premises: How the funeral industry buries itself. 

Business Research, 8(2), 265–299. DOI: 10.1007/s40685-015-0021-4 
Wenzel, M., Cornelissen, J. P., Koch, J., Hartmann, M., & Rauch, M. (2020). (Un)Mind the gap: How organizational 

actors cope with an identity–strategy misalignment. Strategic Organization, 18(1), 212–244. DOI: 
10.1177/1476127019856524 

Wenzel, M., Krämer, H., Koch, J., & Reckwitz, A. (2020). Future and organization studies: On the rediscovery of a 
problematic temporal category in organizations. Organization Studies.  

Wenzel, M., & Lieberman, M. B. (2020). Virtual special issues reloaded. Strategic Management Journal, 41, V1–V6. 
DOI: 10.1002/smj.XXXX 

Xia, J., Dawley, D. D., Jiang, H., Ma, R., & Boal, K. B. (2016). Resolving a dilemma of signaling bankrupt‐firm 
emergence: A dynamic integrative view. Strategic Management Journal, 37(8), 1754–1764. DOI: 10.1002/smj.2406 
 

How to cite this article: Wenzel M, Stanske S, Lieberman MB. Strategic responses to crisis. 
Strat Mgmt J. 2020;41:V7–V18. https://doi.org/10.1002/smj.3161 

 

A
cc

ep
te

d 
A

rti
cl

e

This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved.

https://doi.org/10.1002/smj.XXXX



