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Abstract:   

 

Purpose: The purpose of this article is to present proactive and reactive activities of 

organizations, which on the one hand are aimed at stopping the spread of the crisis, on the 

other hand reducing its negative effects on the organization. 

Design/Methodology/Approach: An attempt can be made to develop proactive and reactive 

measures for the organization to survive, thrive and acquire resilience in a pandemic crisis. 

Findings: On the basis of literature studies and research reports, key actions taken by 

organizations in the conditions of the crisis caused by Covid-19 were distinguished. These 

actions were analyzed, which allowed to divide them into two groups, proactive and reactive 

actions. 

Practical Implications: The distinguished activities were related to two Polish enterprises 

engaged in production and trade. Differences were observed in the dynamics of these two 

groups of actions. 

Originality/Value: The two groups of actions described by the authors, proactive and 

reactive can be recommended to various organizations addressing the challenge of the 

Covid-19 pandemic crisis. 
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1. Introduction 

 

The outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic has prompted discussion of the social and 

economic impacts of the epidemic, which has lasted more than a year. These 

discussions naturally focus on the short-term effects of mitigating and containing a 

pandemic (Correia et al., 2020). Societies have been affected by pandemics in the 

past. However, their long-term economic, behavioral, or social consequences have 

never been fully assessed. The limited research that does exist indicates that the 

major historical pandemics of the last millennium were typically associated with 

reduced interest in investing, saving capital, and thus reduced economic growth 

(Jorda et al., 2020; Grima et al., 2020). The nature and extent of the Covid-19 

pandemic impliy changes not only at the macroeconomic scale, but more 

importantly at the microeconomic scale. The manifestation of this is an epidemic 

crisis within an organization that affects its overall financial and market position. 

For companies - regardless of their size - it means a change in the strategy of 

operation and development. The purpose of this article is to present proactive and 

reactive activities of organizations, which on the one hand are aimed at stopping the 

spread of the crisis, on the other hand reducing its negative effects on the 

organization.  

 

2. The Crisis Caused by the Covid-19 Pandemic 

 

The American Institute of Crisis Management distinguishes four groups of sources 

of crisis formation: 

 

- random factors (earthquakes, violent downpours, epidemics); 

- technical problems (plant failures); 

- human errors (communication disasters); 

- wrong management decisions (Barton, 1993, p. 12). 

 

In a research study Clarke (1995) examines three elements of crisis, time pressure, 

the contingency of a fundamental threat and surprise, and the fact that it is the result 

of both the danger and the circumstances under which it occurs. This definition 

includes all characteristics of a crisis consistent with the common, almost intuitive 

understanding of this phenomenon. First, a value considered most important or at 

least very important is threatened. Second, the threat comes as a surprise. Hence, one 

does not always know how to behave. Third, it forces you to make an immediate 

decision, not allowing you to cool down, and analyze the situation and evaluate the 

consequences of the decision that needs to be taken. 

 

For the past year, the entire world community has been operating in the pervasive 

reality of a global pandemic crisis. This health crisis is different in nature and scope 

from economic, political and social crises. The rise of Covid-19, has led to a 

pandemic on a global scale, threatening human life and health and requiring forces 

and resources beyond local capabilities to counter. It is a crisis that threatens entire 
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communities, preventing them from functioning normally. The Covid-19 pandemic 

is a crisis that is not only global, but also dynamic and growing in strength. In its 

initial phase it was characterized by typical features, confusion and uncertainty, 

disruption, and threat. 

 

Over time, the crisis associated with the Covid-19 pandemic caused the so-called 

domino effect, which translated into the destabilization of the functioning of 

countries, societies, and businesses. Closely related to the crisis is the crisis 

situation, which, as opposed to a crisis, refers to a state that is the result of the 

formation over time of some unfavorable phenomena that do not pose a direct threat 

to the existence of the organization, but means the need to change its activities 

(Pietras, 2008; Khan et al., 2020). 

 

Today's pandemic crisis is rooted in global conditions beyond the company's direct 

control. The breadth, unpredictability, and persistence of the Covid-19 pandemic 

fosters a search for answers to the question, can the crisis situation that has occurred 

be managed at all, especially under conditions of chaos and uncertainty? The 

coronavirus pandemic was an unexpected and unforeseen event on a global scale, 

with extremely powerful consequences. According to many analysts, it can be 

classified as a so-called black swan event (Szczepański, 2020). A "black swan" event 

is distinguished by three attributes: 

 

➢ they are unexpected, unusual, unpredictable, highly unlikely, outlier, they are 

outside the realm of regular expectations (this is because nothing in the past 

indicated that such events might occur); 

➢ when they do occur, they have a huge impact on the economy and socjety; 

➢ when they do occur, many people claim that they could have been predicted. 

 

As  Taleb (2009) wrote, the history of nations and societies does not develop 

gradually, evolutionarily, in a linear fashion, but from time to time abruptly, by leaps 

and bounds. Black swans occur more often than one might think. The problem is that 

we fail to anticipate them and ignore them, and the impact of these events is 

significant. Such a completely unexpected event, which no one or almost no one in 

early 2020 predicted, is precisely the outbreak of a coronavirus pandemic that began 

in China in December 2019 and then spread around the world (Taleb 2008, p. 22). 

 

A crisis cannot be predicted, especially its scope and effects, just as a revolution 

cannot be predicted (a revolution is also a crisis situation). This is evidenced by the 

fact that even the report on the main risks and major threats in the world, The Global 

Risk Report 2020, prepared by many experts on behalf of the World Economic 

Forum, which also uses the results of surveys, does not include a coronavirus 

pandemic (or any other pandemic, for that matter) in the top ten risks most likely to 

occur in 2020 (Global Risk Report, 2020). Thus, a pandemic was "outside the realm 

of normal predictions" (Taleb, 2007, p. 10). 
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3. Functioning  of the Organization in the Covid-19 Crisis 

 

The crisis situation related to the Covid-19 pandemic led to the devaluation of the 

strategies and development models adopted and implemented by organizations.  

After the initial disbelief of the gravity of the situation, attempts were made to find 

measures and countermeasures for the pandemic crisis situation. These attempts 

focused, on the one hand, on the adaptation of existing development models, on the 

other hand, on the development of new development models oriented to functioning 

in a pandemic situation. These models seek strategic alternatives that foster not only 

survival during the difficult period of a pandemic, but also long-term resilience and 

growth of the organization. 

 

One of the first proposals to look for an effective model of organization development 

in the conditions of airplane crashes, financial failures and accidents in nuclear 

power plants was presented by Mittelstaedt Jr. (2006, p. 13). The author argues that 

most man-made physical disasters are the result of a series of mistakes. His proposed 

concept of Managing Multiple Mistakes (M³) is based on the observation that almost 

all major accidents - whether physical or business - are usually the result of several 

mistakes. They form a chain of errors that, if not broken, will cause the damage and 

costs to grow exponentially until the damage becomes irreversible. Errors quickly 

evolve from operational problems into severe turbulence that has significant 

strategic implications and even threatens the survival of the organization.  The 

authors note the timeliness of M³'s proposition, especially under conditions of a 

pandemic crisis situation taking the form of, alternately, rising and falling waves. 

 

A review of the literature on the model of organizational development under 

conditions of pandemic crisis indicates that the Business Canvas Model enriched 

with new elements is most often recommended. Fitriasari (2020, pp. 53-62) proposes 

to enrich it with the so-called Business Resilience with three elements: product 

excellence, people behavior and process reliability. Business resilience is supported 

by digital transformation. The process of digital transformation requires proper 

testing of the digital infrastructure. By using the right technology to make the system 

resilient, a company can achieve digital transformation and create digital resilience. 

Seetharaman (2020) also highlights the digitization of business models during the 

Covid-19 pandemic. He writes that industries that produce and deliver information 

products and services are doing well, while those that produce physical products, 

especially labor-intensive businesses, have been forced to minimize operations or 

temporarily close. To better explain this crisis situation, he proposes a development 

model based on three dimensions: the information intensity of the product or service; 

the information intensity of the process or value chain; the basic nature of the 

product or service. 

 

In the research study by Crick and Crick (2020, pp. 206-213) addressed one of the 

management instruments which is the implementation of coopetition strategy in the 

time of the Covid-19 crisis. Their research came to three conclusions: 
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➢ coopetition can be an effective marketing strategy between firms during a 

pandemic that can benefit the organizations involved in such partnerships (as 

well as their customers and other key stakeholders); 

➢ collaboration is made up of cooperative and competitive forces, with 

decision makers being careful about which competitors they work with, as 

the results can be detrimental; 

➢ it is uncertain whether coopetition strategies will continue or be limited in 

the future, after the Covid-19 outbreak is over. 

 

The proposals outlined above for modifying organizational development models in 

the wake of the Covid-19 pandemic are cognitively interesting, but not 

comprehensive in nature, focusing only on selected organizational management 

instruments and the skills or resources that entrepreneurs and organizations 

accumulate to resist or adapt to crisis events (Bullough et al,  2014; Doern et al., 

2019; Korber and McNaughton, 2018). 

 

A different proposition - aimed at startups - is recommended by Kuckertz et al. 

(2020), who point out that to manage a crisis, preparation is essential, and few 

startups were prepared for a crisis of Covid-19 pandemic magnitude. Overall, the 

specific characteristics of innovative startups should enable them to be better 

prepared to deal with a Covid-19 crisis than other types of firms. Innovation is a 

prerequisite for being resilient, as innovative firms tend to continuously and 

continuously anticipate and adapt to a wide range of crises (Hamel and Valikangas, 

2003; Linnenluecke, 2017).The recommended key dynamic model is based on the 

assumption that business resilience is the basis for startup development in the 

context of the Covid-19 pandemic crisis. This is defined as business model 

adaptation or international restructuring. The choice of the pathway for shaping 

startup resilience depends on: 

 

➢ from relational capabilities (goodwill of business partners; consultation with 

a business network; broker support); 

➢ from developing financial capabilities (capital accumulation through internal 

means; capital accumulation through government support); 

➢ from the aid (government and institutional support). 

 

The utilization and development of startup resources depend on crisis adversities, 

which in the model are as follows: 

 

➢ failure (lack of liquidity; the path to existence); 

➢ non-development  (objections to innovation and progress; factors that inhibit 

growth); 

➢ pressure to adapt (disruption of the firm's internal infrastructure); 

➢ pre-resilience to disasters (a priori resilience). 
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The presented crisis management model does not provide a detailed analysis of the 

pandemic crisis, but correctly diagnoses the effects, or crises, on the startup (failure, 

non- development, the pressure to adapt, pre-resilience to disasters). This diagnosis 

allows us to recommend tools that affect the mitigation of crises in the organization, 

i.e.: expanding financial capabilities, using relational capabilities, and using public-

support resources.  These three tools applied in management are indicated as means 

of acquiring the organization's resilience in the form of creating new business 

models or internal restructuring. 

 

4. Existence, Survival and Resilience of the Organization in the Time of 

the Covid-19 Crisis 

 

The concept of crisis in an organization is difficult to define, due to its 

multidimensionality and various object references. This concept can be applied to 

phenomena not only economic, but also social, health, technical, organizational, and 

legal, to individuals and collectives with an established internal organization and 

management system. In the literature, it is generally accepted that the crisis of the 

organization is characterized by a difficult situation, which means a state in which 

the operation of the organization encounters serious obstacles, which undoubtedly 

causes a special decision-making situation for the management. 

 

The authors of this article understand by the term crisis a condition that threatens the 

existence and survival of the organization, the achievement of its objectives, limits 

the time available for taking countermeasures, and surprises the decision-makers 

with its appearance, thus putting conditions of strong pressure (Slatter and Lovett, 

2001). 

 

The distinction between the concepts of existence, survival, and the acquisition of 

organizational resilience has its deep justification in the dynamic pandemic crisis. 

These are three concepts closely related to each other. Management science takes the 

organization as an entity so obviously that it does not deal more deeply with the 

conditions that must be met for the organization as a real system to exist. 

Meanwhile, as with any real existing system, the organization must contain certain 

(remaining in specific relationships with each other) components. The basis for the 

existence of any organization is a certain concept of management, based on mutually 

compatible elements: the type, nature, and type of customers (market segment), the 

satisfaction of customer needs, and the technology that enables the implementation 

of the adopted functions.  

 

In addition to the concept of existence, the second important dimension of an 

organization is its survival. Unlike most living organisms, which have certain 

survival mechanisms encoded into them (such as the instinct for self-preservation), 

an organization has yet to generate certain ways of surviving. From the management 

point of view, these are goals (mission), structure, processes, and people. The 

prerequisite for the survival of the organization is the actions taken by it in a crisis 
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situation, that is, in a state that is the result of the formation of certain unfavorable 

phenomena over time, which gives rise to an immediate threat to the existence of the 

organization. These actions at the same time condition the organization to acquire 

organizational resilience. Organizational resilience is the ability to recognize sudden 

changes, disturbances, and threats and to react to them by taking them into account 

in strategic and operational activities. The main goal of organizational resilience is to 

ensure safety and the ability to adapt quickly to a crisis caused by Covid-19. 

 

The Covid-19 pandemic is a phenomenon that has a destabilizing effect on the 

development of organizations. The dynamics, volatility, and unpredictability, 

destructive and real nature of the pandemic determine the conditions for the 

functioning of organizations and lead to significant changes in their management, 

and consequently in their effectiveness. In this situation, the ability to manage in a 

crisis situation and to take a number of actions falling within the scope of the crisis 

management process becomes crucial. Managing an organization during the Covid-

19 pandemic is a process aimed not only at preventing the emerging crisis but above 

all at escalating it, reducing the impact of the crisis on resources and values, taking 

control of the course of the crisis, minimizing losses, and restoring the state of 

stability. Under these conditions, the first basic action of the organization is to 

diagnose and assess the crisis situation that has occurred by identifying its main 

symptoms.  

 

The Covid-19 pandemic is the driving force behind the crisis in the organization, 

which takes five levels that we define as: 

 

➢ disorganization (lack of information, information chaos); 

➢ uncertainty (lack of knowledge, anxiety about the future, decision-making 

risk); 

➢ disruption (violation of established order, structural and process balance); 

➢ threat (fear and danger of loss of health and assets); 

➢ breakdown (loss of life, loss of livelihood). 

 

These five levels of crisis require actions (proactive and reactive) to be taken that 

will allow the organization to survive, prevent liquidation, and ultimately achieve 

organizational resilience.  Such activities can only be undertaken by an organization 

that has the capacity for activation understood as a stimulus to action. It seems that a 

good analogy to the discussed problem is the case of a patient who has lost 

consciousness. The condition of his activation and independent survival is the 

recovery of consciousness (Moszkowicz, 2005). Thus, only conscious action opens 

the problem of organizational survival (developing a strategy, creating a structure, 

obtaining support and resources, etc.) that would enable the organization to survive 

in a pandemic environment. 
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5. Polish Enterprises in the Covid-19 Crisis 

 

So far in Poland there is no representative research that would present the problem 

of functioning of organizations in a pandemic crisis. In this situation, attention is 

drawn to the research conducted under the direction of K. Obloj (from spring 2020 

to autumn 2020) entitled "Polish business in a pandemic situation". This research 

study has the character of a kind of diary, showing the adaptation of managers and 

entrepreneurs to the crisis caused by Covid-19. This research was presented in five 

reports. 

 

The first report presented an assessment of the situation of companies in March, the 

second in the period of April, the third in May and early June, the fourth from the 

period of June-October 2020. The latest edition of the survey conducted from 

November 2020 to January 2021 showed that managers are less and less likely to 

make plans for the "after the pandemic" and try to act as best as possible in the 

current situation of a prolonged pandemic (Obłój et al., 2020). The research has 

shown a kind of polarization among companies, with one group doing well during 

the pandemic crisis and sometimes even benefiting from the current conditions. The 

other is taking action to survive. The assessment of the future is very diverse, 

because some companies see the pandemic as a series of social and business threats, 

while for others - less numerous - it has created a number of unexpected 

opportunities. 

 

The analysis carried out by the authors of this article of the conclusions presented in 

the studies described above, allowed us to distinguish proactive and reactive actions 

in the behavior of the surveyed companies. Proactive actions included: 

 

➢ changing the procedures of conduct in the enterprise; 

➢ digitalization and online working, digitalization of company documentation 

(from contracts and signatures to company calendars), the introduction of 

digital applications in many companies, and the use of the "cloud" as work 

tools; 

➢ introduction of health and medical security procedures; 

➢ a new intra-company communication program; 

➢ shifting product sales to a new market; 

➢ launching new manufacturing. 

 

On the other hand, among the reactive measures, the following were distinguished: 

 

➢ maintaining financial liquidity (cost reduction); 

➢ limiting the visits of suppliers and customers to the company;  

➢ limiting the number of visits to the company; 

➢ freezing new projects; 

➢ limiting investments; 

➢ reducing orders; 
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➢ negotiating rents and other payments; 

➢ sending employees on leave; 

➢ negotiating wages with employees (reducing wages or benefits); 

➢ increasing procurement of raw materials and components; 

➢ decreasing orders, 

 

The identified proactive and reactive actions were related to two companies 

operating on the local market. 

 

Case 1: 

A manufacturing company operating in the garment industry for more than thirty 

years, with 40 employees in production positions. To survive in the conditions of a 

pandemic crisis, the following measures were taken in the company: 

 

➢ new procedures related to sanitary safety were introduced (hygiene standards 

according to the recommendations of relevant institutions); 

➢ introduced shift work and flexible working hours to limit the number of 

employees in one place 

➢ monitoring and maximization of cash balances (calculation of expected 

revenues and costs); 

➢ identifying key raw materials and materials in production and determining 

their source; 

➢ analyzing the risk of threatening supplies from existing contractors; 

➢ identification of alternative suppliers; 

➢ analysis of suppliers' availability, additional costs related to logistics, fees, 

customs duties, as well as the price of the goods themselves; 

➢ optimization of production and distribution capacities; 

➢ segmentation of customers in terms of vulnerability to crisis and on this 

basis making the necessary changes in the offer; 

➢ the production assortment was expanded (production of sanitary masks). 

 

According to the owner of the enterprise, the basis for the survival of the 

organization and maintaining the continuity of production were reactive activities. 

 

Case 2: 

A trading company operating in the white goods industry since 1997. Until 2010, the 

company sold its products in stationary stores employing 6 salesmen. The expansion 

of large retail chains and changing consumer behavior made it necessary to liquidate 

traditional sales and change the sales channel to online sales. Currently, it is a one-

person business activity. Until the emergence of the crisis caused by Covid-19, the 

company made relatively low profits. This situation changed dramatically in March 

last year. As a result of the lookdown of traditional retail chains, shopping processes 

were transferred to the Internet.  The store owner's activities focused on: 

 

➢ deepening cooperation with suppliers; 
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➢ looking for alternative suppliers; 

➢ increasing the availability of sales volume; 

➢ expanding the range of offered products; 

➢ facilitating sales to customers by establishing cooperation with banks (cheap 

consumer loans).  

 

The owner of the company qualifies the above-mentioned activities as proactive and 

treats the crisis itself in the economic and managerial sense as an opportunity to 

multiply profits. However, as a threat, he points to the limited supply of the sold 

product, which is manufactured in factories located in regions affected by the 

lookdown. 

 

6. Conclusions 

 

The Covid-19 pandemic caused a crisis whose scope and strength affected 

organizations operating in both local and global markets. In this situation, the key 

problem is to minimize the negative effects of this crisis, that is, to take specific 

actions oriented to the survival of the organization and the acquisition of 

organizational resilience. The proactive and reactive actions recommended in this 

article, referring to Polish companies, can be considered as effective instruments that 

allow the organization to function during the pandemic. Referring to the described 

research, it can be concluded that most enterprises treat a pandemic as a crisis 

threatening their existence. However, there are also companies that perceive the 

current crisis as an opportunity for their development and as a catalyst for 

organizational and strategic changes that will allow for growth after the pandemic, as 

well as preparation for subsequent crises of such dynamics and scope as the one 

caused by Covid-19. 
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