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Abstract 

This study explores the nature of smaller businesses’ resilience following two major 

earthquakes that severely disrupted their place of doing business. Data from the owners of ten 

smaller businesses are qualitative and longitudinal, spanning the period 2011 through 2018, 

providing first-hand narrative accounts of their responses in the earthquakes’ aftermath.  All 

ten owners showed some individual resilience; six businesses survived through to 2018, of 

which three have recovered strongly. All three owned their premises; operated business-to-

business models; and were able to adapt and continue to follow path-extension strategies. All 

the other businesses had direct business-to-customer models operating from leased premises, 

typically in major retail malls. Four eventually recognised path-exhaustion at different times 

and so did not survive through to 2018. We conclude however that post-disaster recovery is 

best explained in terms of business model resilience. Even the most resilient of individual 

owners will struggle to survive if their business model is either not resilient or cannot be made 

so. Individual resilience is necessary but not sufficient. 
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1. Introduction 

“…perhaps the most important variable in the survival equation is the extent to which 

the owner or manager recognizes and adapts to the post-event situation.” (Alesch et al., 

2001, p. 3) 

 

What does ‘being resilient’ involve in the aftermath of an unforeseeable natural disaster? This 

paper is about the nature of the resilience shown over time by individual owners and the 

outcomes for their businesses in such a context, responding to a recent calls for further research 

in an important yet neglected domain (Monllor & Murphy, 2017, p. 629; Santoro, Bertoldi, 

Giachino, & Candelo, 2020; Wasileski et al., 2011, p.125). Climate change and population 

growth mean that major disasters due to weather systems or health pandemics such as Covid-

19 will become more frequent and more expensive (Nicolaa, 2020; Van Aalst, 2006). This has 

led to growth in the literature on how to prepare for such events and mitigate their effects, 

especially on smaller businesses  which are so critical for community recovery (Herbane, 2010; 

Orhan, 2017, p. 364). However, research that contributes to business recovery can always be 

informed by the actual experiences of how private business owners try to navigate their way 

through unforeseeable natural disasters, such as the major earthquakes that severely damaged 

the city of Christchurch in September 2010 and February 2011. Our purpose is to explore what 

’being resilient’ means and how the interplay of individual and organizational resilience over 

time influences recovery outcomes in smaller businesses. Unlike previous studies, we did not 

set any arbitrary end-point for our longitudinal study, during which different outcomes 

eventuated at different times for our participants. The study ran eventually for seven years, by 

the end of which the narratives of the surviving firms had moved on from earthquake recovery. 

We find that resilient business owners struggle to recover or survive when their pre-disaster 

business model was not one that could be made resilient following the scale of this disaster. 
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Business models that either proved resilient or could quickly be made resilient did survive and 

some prospered. Individual resilience is also evident and necessary, but not sufficient. 

 

The next section draws on the literature to develop the main issues surrounding ‘resilience’ and 

our contribution to this, especially given the dearth of longitudinal studies. Following this is an 

overview of the Christchurch earthquakes that form our context and then we explain the 

narrative methodological approach. Findings are then reported and discussed. The paper 

concludes with implications for the owners of smaller businesses when faced with 

unforeseeable natural disasters. 

 

2. Literature review 

Resilience is now a popular focus in management research, including the imperatives for 

business continuity following major natural disasters (Linnenluecke, 2017, p. 7). This literature 

seeks to ensure appropriate operational responses to such events but needs to be better informed 

by the experiences of recovery from actual disasters (Mamula-Seadon & McLean, 2015; 

Stevenson et al., 2014; Walker, de Vries, & Nilakant, 2017). There have been a number of 

studies focused on the responses of large firms (McEntire, Fuller, Johnston, & Weber, 2002; 

Pearson & Clair, 1998; Perry, 2007) and on whole communities (e.g. Johannisson & Olaison, 

2007), including Christchurch (Bakema, Parra, & McCann, 2019). However, very few studies 

have been devoted to smaller business. For example: Asgary, Anjum, & Azimib ( 2012) on 

small business recovery; and Irvine & Anderson(2004) on the impact of disaster on small 

tourism businesses. 

Quantitative analyses dominate the literature using retrospective cross-section designs to 

explain the extent of post-disaster phenomena such as recovery, temporary closure prospects, 

or relocations, among surviving businesses at different and seemingly arbitrary periods after 
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each disaster. (Marshall & Schrank, 2014).This empirical literature provides some conflicting 

findings. Webb et al., (2002) study recovery status 6-8 years following two natural disasters 

but find only three of 19 independent variables to be significant across both disasters, with 

firms’ pre-disaster financing condition estimated to be negatively related to recovery, i.e, those 

in better financial health before the disaster, are more seriously impacted and recover less well. 

These authors also find that older businesses struggle to recover compared with their younger 

counterparts. Webb et al., (2002) attribute these findings to financially successful and/or older 

businesses to be those most likely to persist longest with pre-disaster business models that have 

been undermined by the disaster. Orphan (2016) has a longer recovery period (12 years) but, 

in contrast to Webb et al. (2002), he finds that pre-disaster financial condition is an important 

pointer to recovery, but that firm age is not. Dietch et al., (2011) seek to predict recovery status 

some 3-4 years after Hurrican Katrina. The businesses in this study did not indicate that a lack 

of capital had held back their recovery. In addition to some strong sector effects, Dietch et al. 

(2002) find that the main influence on recovery paths is the consequent loss of their customer 

base, followed by labor shortages.  

Other artefacts of natural disasters that have attracted quantitative investigation include the 

determinants of temporary business closures and post-disaster relocation of businesses (Orhan, 

2017; Wasileski et al., 2017). Note in each study, the focus is on the temporary closure or 

movement of businesses that survived to be included in each study. We gain no insight into 

either the frequency with which a temporary closure leads to permanent closure or the survival 

prospects of businesses that are forced to relocate. Wasileski et al. (2017) study the same two 

disasters as Webb et al. (2002): the Loma Ptieta earthquake (1989) and Hurricane Andrew 

(1992). On temporary closure, only two or three (out of 21) explanatory variables are highly 

significant in the separate logistic regressions, and only one sector variable (being in the 

wholesale trade) was significant in both estimations. However, on the business relocation of 
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survivors, Wasileski et al. (2017) finds that businesses in leased premises were somewhat more 

likely to relocated, a finding that is supported in Orhan (2017). 

These studies do indeed shed some useful light on post-disaster issues, such as which survivors 

recover best and the conditions associated with either temporary closure and/or relocation. But 

they are somewhat atheoretical with low explanatory power, considering the large number of 

independent variables used, whether significant or not. Also, due to their retrospective basis, 

they are afflicted by survivor bias, bearing in mind how many smaller businesses just disappear 

following a major disaster. Such studies seek explanations for what has happened rather than 

on how, why and when events unfold in the recovery process. In this regard, they omit key 

variables such as the resilience of the owner and when this is reflected in the resilience of the 

their business.  

It is indeed smaller and especially very small  ‘micro’ businesses that form the core of economic 

communities and Herbane (2010) urges that more research is needed to understand the 

resilience and actual recovery paths of smaller businesses and their owners following the 

trauma of a major disaster. Major earthquakes in particular  are so infrequent and unpredictable 

that business owners have no opportunity to develop resilience by learning from their own 

mistakes (cf. Ayala & Manzano, 2014, p. 126). Arguably, unless or until these smaller 

businesses recover, only then will their communities recover (Orhan, 2017, p. 364). So while 

not disputing the Dahlhamer and Tierney (1998) conclusion that the recovery of a particular 

firm depends on the recovery of its local neighbourhood and infrastructure, our personal 

experience of these earthquakes tells us that it is the local businesses that create vibrant 

neighbourhoods. Resilience and effective recovery paths of individual smaller businesses are 

imperative in community recovery following such disasters. 

The resilience construct has been defined in a variety of ways (Nilakant, Walker, Van 

Heughten, Bairs, & de Vries, 2014; Norris, Stevens, Pfefferbaum, Wyche, & Pfefferbaum, 
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2008). Biggs, Hall, and Stoeckl (2014) affirm that resilience is an important framework for 

understanding society’s ability to cope with crises. The main dichotomy in the resilience 

literature is that based on the identification of individual resilience with its human attributes of 

hardiness, resourcefulness and optimism (following Ayala & Manzano, 2014) and 

organizational resilience based on firm-level features of robustness, agility and integrity 

(Kantur & Iseri-Say, 2015). According to Ayala and Manzano (2014) resilience following a 

disaster is the individual’s ability to adapt in the face of tragedy, trauma and other adversity, 

being able to overcome setbacks in their lives and career aspirations.  

Studies of individual resilience draw mainly on psychology and we understand how major 

disasters affect people differently with some effects being long-lasting ( Siegel, 2000; Siegel, 

Shoaf, Afifi, & Bourque, 2003). While there is also some ongoing interest in how people in 

different settings react in the moment of a disaster (Lindell et al., 2016), in our experience this 

is much more to do with instinct rather than individual resilience. The key issue is to better 

understand the demonstrated resilience of individuals and organizations to real disasters and so 

enhance future resilience. Should we focus on building the resilience of individuals, facilitating 

organizational resilience, or both (Santoro et al., 2020)? Addressing this question using 

quantitative measures, individual and organizational resilience are reported to be highly 

correlated with each other and each with small business performance (Santoro et al., 2020). 

Ayala and Manzano (2014) argue that the resilience of entrepreneurs can be viewed as a 

combination of a range of personal and behavioural qualities rather than any specific 

characteristic, and as such is a difficult construct to define. In response, research has advanced 

different propositions of what constitutes post-disaster entrepreneurial resilience. Johannisson 

and Olaison (2007, p. 55) proposed ‘emergency entrepreneurship’ as coping with ruptures in 

the entrepreneur’s everyday life through accessing bridging and bonding social capital which 

can facilitate immediate action and swift trust. They further add ‘prosaic entrepreneurship’, 
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using everyday life as a basis for entrepreneurs to instigate (ad)ventures (Johannisson & 

Olaison, 2007). Brewton, Danes, Stafford, and Haynes (2010, p. 155) refer to an entrepreneur’s 

‘survival capital’ which can sustain the firm through unforeseen disruptions, describing this as 

“a type of social capital akin to resilience capacity”, although in this case the line between 

individual and organizational resilience becomes blurred.   

Kantur and Iseri-Say (2015, p. 457) define organizational resilience as “positive adaptation 

capacity to struggle with unfavourable circumstances” including the capacity to derive benefit 

from adverse conditions. These authors allude to resilience concepts of adaptation and solution 

orientation, finding ways not only to deal with adversity but also turn this into an advantage. 

Brewton et al. (2010) define this resilience as intrinsic resources that can be used to maintain 

or regain pre-disaster levels of functioning and manifest successful adaptation. The line that 

becomes blurred in this discussion is the extent to which organizational resilience is something 

that can be developed in anticipation of a disaster or whether it has to happen in situ as a 

response to the event, or both. In relation to the major riots in London in 2011, Doern (2014) 

refers to small business resilience as a mindset that is both anticipatory and containment 

oriented. Large earthquakes and their aftershocks are different. The initial and usually the 

largest tremor cannot ever be anticipated – these Christchurch earthquakes were estimated to 

be a one-in-10,000 year event. Moreover, depending on the epicentre, depth and magnitude, 

the notion of containment seems barely relevant. Johannisson and Olaison (2007)’s notion of 

emergency entrepreneurship described the local voluntary response to Hurricane Gundrun that 

devastated southern Sweden in 2005. But this narrative study extends only a few months 

beyond the event and so cannot identify longer term effects. However, extent and location of 

major hurricanes are more predictable than major riots, and on these grounds neither are 

comparable with a major earthquake. As Doern (2014) does point out, we have a very limited 

understanding of the individual and firm-level responses to an enduring and unforeseeable 
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event such as a sequence of major earthquakes. While riots and hurricanes can be foreseen to 

an extent and presumed to be short-lived, earthquakes cannot be foreseen and their aftershocks 

and impact persist for many years. 

Understanding the resilience of business owners in the wake of disasters triggered by natural 

hazards is complex and multi-levelled (de Vries & Hamilton, 2016) and requires different 

understandings of what being a resilient entrepreneur actually involves (Ayala & Manzano, 

2014). Our study clarifies two key areas that threaten to become blurred in the literature. First, 

in the smaller business context , drawing a clear line between the resilience of the individual 

owner and the resilience of their business. Secondly, when might it be expected to see the 

effects of varying levels of resilience, individual and organizational? Most studies of business 

resilience have tracked recovery over short intervals of time, even when we know that the 

psychological impact on people is both instant (Lindell et al., 2016) and long lasting (Siegel, 

2000, 2003). While an individual’s resilience may be a trait measureable by psychological 

testing, organizational resilience can involve one or more of several components such as 

increased reliability, the adaptability of business models, and reducing supply chain 

vulnerability, any of which will take time to have any effect in the post-disaster context. Lindell 

et al. (2016, pp. 12-13 and her Table 6) discusses the role of business model adaptability for 

organizational resilience, highlighting three papers of which only one study demonstrated 

resilience to a catastrophic event, viz how major airlines managed their responses to the 9/11 

terrorist attacks on New York (Gittell, Cameron, Lim, & Rivas, 2006). They found resilience 

to be aided by having a pre-attack business model that allowed the accumulation of liquid 

reserves that could be drawn upon in the post-disaster phase, a finding that is supported by 

Orhan (2016) but not by either Webb et al. (2002) or Dietch et al. (2011). It is less clear how 

and when airline business models were adapted in the wake of the attacks. Also, as noted by 

Linnenluecke (2017, p. 13), it can be financially inefficient to continue to accumulate liquid 
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reserves and especially so in our context where such provision is for a one-in-10,000 year 

calamity.  

In our longitudinal study, resilience is the demonstrated capability of an individual (e.g., 

business owner, employee) and an organisation, such as a smaller business, to keep going and 

recover from the Christchurch earthquakes. In the small business context, it is argued that the 

individual resilience of the business owner inspires resilience in other members of the 

organisation, leading to a resilient organisation. Yet we observe that many small businesses do 

not survive major disasters. But it remains unclear if this failure to recover is due to the lack of 

resilience of the owner or the inability of their small business to become resilient (Santoro et 

al., 2020). Greater understanding of business outcomes following a major disaster is central to 

helping them build resilience in advance of future such events. 

 

3. The Christchurch earthquakes 

The city of Christchurch and the surrounding Canterbury region of New Zealand were seriously 

affected by a series of major earthquakes beginning with a Richter 7.1 magnitude in the early 

hours of 4th September 2010. This was followed by a second major quake measuring Richter 

6.3 on 22nd February 2011, with the highest ever recorded peak ground acceleration of any 

previous earthquake. This second quake was shallow and centred very close to the city, where 

185 people were killed and many thousands of businesses were destroyed or badly damaged. 

The city’s central business district (CBD) was evacuated and surrounded for several months 

by a cordon manned by  New Zealand army personnel (Hall, Malinen, Vosslamber, & 

Wordsworth, 2016: 8-11). Unlike other forms of disaster, earthquakes are entirely 

unpredictable, highly damaging, and their effects extend over many years. By 2019 there have 

been over 15,000 recorded aftershocks in the Christchurch region and thousands of individuals 

and businesses are still involved in insurance disputes arising from these earthquakes.  



10 
 

10 
 

Researching resilience and recovery through such disaster events is fraught with place and 

context difficulties. From our experience, Herbane (2010) is correct to assert that the impact of 

a major disaster cannot just be measured in conventional profit and loss numbers, but also in 

terms of the wider damage to supply chains and essential services. Within seconds of the 

February 2011 earthquake, all electrical power and water supplies had been cut off around 

Christchurch meaning no home cooking, no flushing toilets; no lights, including street and 

traffic lights, no television or radio (unless battery powered); and no shops. The main public 

hospital continued to function and many hundreds of people were admitted through the 

emergency department and triage centres that were established across the city within a few 

hours of the main February tremor (Ardagh et al., 2012). Some mobile phone networks 

remained functional but were so overloaded that text messages to concerned family members 

took hours to be delivered and calls from mobile phones did not connect. Power and water 

remained cut-off across large parts of the city for several weeks and many roads in the east of 

the city remained impassable due to flooding and liquefaction (Cubrinovski et al., 2014; Foster, 

2011; Massie & Watson, 2011). In the face of all of this, Biggs et al. (2014) define resilience 

as the ability of a business to adapt and maintain its identity in the face of such upheaval. But 

as Brewton et al. (2010, p. 163) confirm, the effects of disasters triggered by natural hazards 

can be complex and long-term and the experience of such events need not breed resilience.   

The closest parallel to these Christchurch earthquakes, and one extensively researched from a 

business perspective, is the Northbridge earthquake that hit the Los Angeles area in 1994, 

killing 57 people and damaging around 200,000 homes and 39,000 businesses (Tierney, 1997). 

Some 16 months after the initial tremor, 23% of respondent businesses were still worse off 

relative to their pre-quake positions; 53% were back to how they were; and 24% were by then 

in a stronger position than before the event. Business size mattered: smaller firms were more 

likely to be in the worst off group because of a loss of customers and/or a recession in their 
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local area. Smaller firms were also less well prepared and in a poorer financial condition. 

Larger firms were better prepared and so more able to benefit from the post-earthquake 

economic stimulus. The intensity of local shaking and the extent of physical damage were not 

associated with the rate of business recovery (Dahlhamer & Tierney, 1998). The main influence 

on business recovery was the infrastructure damage in the vicinity of a business that hampered 

the movement of goods, staff and customers to and from the premises.  

 

4. Methodology 

Longitudinal designs are often advocated, but few academics can afford to invest the time to 

undertake studies spanning several years. At the outset we did not set any arbitrary end-point 

for the study, choosing instead to allow this to be determined by the experiences of the 

participants. Our monitoring and interviewing of the owners of ten smaller businesses extended 

over a period of seven years following the 2011 earthquake. After this period of time, one 

considerably longer than that applied in any previous disaster study, the surviving owners’ 

narratives indicated that the effects of the earthquakes were no longer paramount. 

Our purpose is to explore what it means to be resilient when smaller businesses are afflicted 

by a major disaster; how their owners responded to this; and how, why and when different 

outcomes eventuated. The main criteria in our search for particpants were that these were 

private companies managed by their owners at the time of the earthquakes, and that these 

owners were willing to commit to a longitudinal study with no definite end-point. Our 

participants also had to be prepared to share often difficult stories relating to their own 

resilience and that of their businesses. While business employment size appears to have no 

significant effect on post-disaster recovery (Deitch et al., 2011; Orphan, 2016; Webb et al., 

2002), we focus on smaller firms with fewer than 100 employees in 2010. In the New Zealand 

context, less than 0.5% of all firms have 100 or more employees. The challenges of finding 



12 
 

12 
 

willing participants and the data management challenges of an ongoing longitudinal study led 

us to restrict the number of participants to ten, based ultimately on convenience sampling, a 

common resort in qualitative research (Denzin & Lincoln, 1998). The firms are mainly in the 

retail, wholesale, and service sectors, typical of developed urban areas. In terms of employment 

sizes, our firms align with the internationally-accepted size definitions used in OECD (2020, 

Table 33.2). Thus, we have four ‘micro’ firms (1-5 employees); four ‘small’ firms (6-19 

employees); and two ‘medium’ firms (20-99 employees). Using this international definition of 

the SMEs (small and medium-sized enterprises) may also facilitate future comparative studies 

in other places. 

We made the first field contact with the owners of ten smaller businesses in the aftermath of 

the February 2011 earthquake and maintained these contacts, with interviews very 12-18 

months (2012-2018), and the garnering of up-to-date sales data for seven years through to the 

2016 financial year-end. The interview data used here runs through to 2018, complemented 

with annual sales data for the seven years 2010 through 2016 inclusive. We stopped recording 

sales data after 2016 because in the interviews conducted in 2017 and 2018, much less 

significance was attached to the ongoing impact of the earthquakes on sales.  

The narratives were collected on an ongoing basis from early 2012 through 2018, a total of 52 

field interviews. These were structured around six analytical questions: (1) What were the 

consequences of and response to the prominent quake events of 2010 - 2011? (2) How did 

business owners restart their businesses? (3) Why have they stayed? (4) What events, changes 

and learning occurred in these ensuing years? (5) Was there a lingering impact on their 

businesses that could still be attributed to the quake events of 2010 - 2011?, and (6) current 

status. Initial interviews focused on the first three questions whilst ensuing interviews were 

concentrated on the latter questions. Narratives were supplemented with the collection of 

financial data relating to annual turnover from each firm for the period 2010-2016. Data were 



13 
 

13 
 

analysed in the context of each owner’s individual resilience, the firm’s development pathway 

and overall business growth. Coding was conducted manually and used NVivo simply as a 

storage and handling tool, allowing note taking in the form of memos (Glaser, 1998). A coding 

template evolved which was then used to form coding trees (de Vries, Hamilton, & Voges, 

2015), with coding categories leading to the identification of overarching themes.  

The nature of this study is necessarily emergent (Charmaz, 2008; Glaser, 1992) as we could 

not know what the post-earthquake future would hold for any of the firms. Our focus has been 

to narrate the stories of these business owners as far as possible in their words as matters 

evolved over the ensuing years following the earthquakes. Both authors were in Christchurch 

through the earthquakes and continue to live there. We concur with Johannisson and Olaison 

(2007, p. 62) that this personal closeness combined with a narrative approach leads to an “in-

depth understanding of entrepreneurs’ responses”. Contact has been maintained with most of 

the participants but, with the passage of time, the impact of the earthquakes becomes more 

remote, though never forgotten. As the study progressed, we came to be influenced by the work 

of Cheung and Kwong (2017) and their application of the four alternative pathway dependences 

developed originally by Isaken (2015). Pathway-dependence refers to the longitudinal 

development of the firm in terms of the type of industry sectors and regions they evolve into, 

following a major shock. This theory suggests the path an entrepreneur chooses is history 

dependent, relying on resources and competencies previously accumulated in a place (Cheung 

& Kwong, 2017). In our context however, the ‘place’ for these businesses was largely 

destroyed. Isaken’s four paths: extension, exhaustion, renewal, and creation are described in 

Appendix 1. 

 

5. Findings 
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Of these ten businesses, three have prospered with recent revenues some 50% higher than their 

2010 levels; three others have current revenues some 20-50% higher than 2010, but four failed 

to recover their 2010 revenues and all have now dropped out of the study: two were liquidated 

in 2013; one was sold to new owners in 2016, and the fourth was closed in 2018 after the 

retirement of the owner. In Figure 1 we summarise the recovery paths of the ten firms. Note 

that one or two years post-disaster, it remains unclear how well or when any of these business 

will recover. As Alesch et al., (2001, page 103) find, ‘[the] story of each organization plays out 

over an extended period, often in slow motion to the outside observer’.  Five years on from the 

2011 earthquake (2016) we have three firms (1, 4, 5) where turnover has increased markedly 

since 2010 by 134%, 117% and 93% respectively. Another group of three firms (3, 6, 9) have 

survived but with much lower revenue gains since 2010 of 18%, 38% and 3% respectively. 

Four firms (2,7,8,10) did not survive but the owners continued to contribute to the study. The 

owners of Firm 2 sold the business in 2016. It had revenues substantially below the 2010 level 

in the years 2011-2014, but reported a small gain of 5% above the 2010 level in 2015. This 

owner continued to manage the business he previously owned. Both Firm 7 and Firm 8 closed 

in 2013, with Firm 7’s owners pushed into bankruptcy. In both 2012 and 2013, both these firms 

had revenues that were well-below the 2010 levels. The owner of Firm 10 retired in 2017 after 

four years of turnover below the 2010 level. A family member took over the business, tried to 

re-brand it, but this did not make the expected difference and this business was closed in 2018. 

We thus have three fairly distinct groups based on outcomes and we label these groups as 

follows: ‘fast recoverers’ (Firms 1,4,5), ‘survivors’ (Firms 3,6,9), and ‘exiters’ (Firms 

2,7,8,10).  

 

PLACE FIGURE 1 AND TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE 
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The next section of the paper interprets these outcomes with reference to the differential impact 

of the earthquakes on individual and organizational resilience. We show ‘power’ quotes in bold 

font, those which best capture the essence of each case, following Pratt (2008). Supporting 

proof quotes are in normal font and reserved mainly to Appendix 2 where we seek to distinguish 

organizational and individual manifestations of resilience. 

 

5.1 ‘Fast recoverers’ 

All three firms [1,4,5] who have recovered most strongly from the earthquakes remain in B2B 

commercial relationships. By 2016 (see Figure 1) each of these firms had roughly doubled their 

2010 turnover and frequently achieved individual year-on-year revenue growth in excess of 

20%. Hence we refer to this group as the ‘fast recoverers’. They each owned their own business 

premises at the time of the Christchurch quakes and, while affected in different ways by the 

earthquakes and the insurance ramifications thereof, none were in a position where a landlord 

would suddenly increase rents.  

 

Firm 1 is a single-site manufacturer of wooden components for local clients: 

Well we had to keep working to pay the bills! So we just moved things around so 

production could carry on. (2012). 

The business had been investing in computerised plant for many years prior to the earthquakes 

and was able to produce efficiently in a range of batch sizes. The main factory was badly 

damaged by the September 2010 earthquake, then further damaged in the 2011 event, and this 

became the subject of a protracted insurance claim one that was not settled until 2013 (see 

Appendix 2). 

In the immediate aftermath the majority of their local customers were impacted by the 

earthquakes, so demand fell. The owners moved plant and equipment to their undamaged but 
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smaller building and continued production. Turnover dropped in 2011 and 2012 to below the 

2010 level but recovered strongly in 2013, aided by the fact that local customers restored their 

business activities, but also local competitors decided not to re-open their component 

production operations in Christchurch. Their turnover continued to grow through 2015 and 

2016, including large out-of-town orders such as ‘themed’ memorabilia boxes; and more 

companies deciding to close their own manufacturing plants and buy in these components.  

Some didn’t want the investment cost of new high tech machines, or the problems with 

training staff to use them, so they came to us as we were already setup. (2014). 

Turnover grew steadily after 2012, aided by new plant acquisition, and in 2016 this was 87% 

higher than the 2010 level. The pre-disaster investement gave this business the opportunity to 

quickly pivot its business model to be more flexible in terms of batch sizes. They were then 

able to use this to grow local market share as competitors left the industry, enabling Firm 1 to 

broaden its product range and the geographic spread of its customers. This all speaks to 

business resilience, i.e., robustness and agility in unfavourable circumstances (Kantur & Iseri-

Say, 2015). Alongside this we have the individual resilience of the owner so weather the initial 

fall in demand; move new and expensive machinery out of a damaged building; and to also to 

have the fortitude to spend over two years in a dispute with their insurers. But none of this 

individual resilience would have been sufficient without the new business model that Firm 1 

was able to adopt. 

 

Firm 4 is the fastest recovering business with turnover growing by 150% over the four years 

between 2012 and 2016: 

The last couple of years our business has really bounced back to grow and we have had 

to change our business model [by] employing somebody and moving into premises and 

that sort of thing. (2013). 
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But the immediate aftermath was less then promising, with immediate survival the main 

objective. 

We lost 50% of our business overnight over the two earthquakes. So it put a lot of pressure 

on. That’s when I started doing lots more with the likes of Timaru…spent a bit more time in 

Nelson, Blenheim, those sorts of places. (2012). 

This firm was, at the time, a home-based wholesaler, run by the owner and his wife using their 

garage as a small warehouse. The immediate impact of the 2011 quake that destroyed 

Christchurch’s CBD was severe with the business losing 50% of sales between one day and 

the next!  The business owner worked tirelessly to pick up new customers outside of 

Christchurch and then, by 2013, many of its local customers were beginning to re-establish 

themselves in the city. The new premises were a leased warehouse in a Christchurch industrial 

park and increased storage capacity tenfold. With the increased capacity and growing customer 

base they were able to attract additional suppliers in the lucrative craft beer sector, as well as 

take on new product ranges. The rapid expansion did put a great deal of pressure on the 

business’s cash flow and the owners were working extremely long hours. So much so that at 

one stage their business advisor even suggested that they may wish to consider ceasing 

operation. Overall the owner felt he was a stronger business person through overcoming the 

setbacks of the quakes and always remained positive about the prospects for Christchurch. 

I just look, even today, looking around Christchurch, driving around, some of these new 

buildings …... that side of it is exciting. (2017). 

In 2015 and 2016 the business became nation-wide with major expansions into Wellington and 

then Auckland, and despite issues with cash flow, corporate-scale competitors and a very 

fragmented hospitality scene, the business has continued to grow through into 2019. This 

business owes its survival and recovery to its agility in rapidly changing its business model, 

moving beyond the local market in obtaining new customers. Here again, the geographic spread 



18 
 

18 
 

of the customer basis was critical given the collapsed state of the local market. But none of this 

would have happened without the individual resilience – hardiness, resourcefulness, optimism 

(Ayala & Manzano, 2014) - needed to work very long hours and to continue to do so, even  

when advised the cease operations. Long hours and optimisim however would not have helped 

without resort to pivoting the business model, and being able to do so quickly. 

 

Firm 5 is a family-owned construction business that suffered only minor damage to its facilities 

and therefore was able to re-commence operations immediately after the earthquakes: 

The business model, the costing structures, everything changed overnight. The 

engineering designs have changed, they have become more complex.  The threat is from 

[construction companies] from Asia or anywhere, - Australasia. (2013). 

They were therefore in a position to capitalise on the huge demand for construction services, 

following a prolonged downturn in the construction industry in New Zealand as a consequence 

of the global financial crisis. Turnover dropped in 2011 to some 15% below the 2010 level but 

recovered strongly thereafter, particularly in 2013 and subsequent years with the new builds in 

Christchurch as well at thousands of existing buildings needing an upgrade to new building 

compliance standards: 

After the earthquake [there were urgent new builds], but now there’s the less urgent ones.  

So there’s a steady stream of all those buildings being upgraded. (2016). 

But this was not easy growth. Firstly, building and operational regulations changed virtually 

overnight; and secondly because of the large reconstruction projects planned for Christchurch 

overseas construction companies entered the Christchurch market. This made it very 

competitive with overseas providers known to tender at cost to get the work to keep their parent 

company afloat. The business partnered with another Auckland based company in 2016 

expanding their national presence; built and moved into new and larger purposed-built 
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premises in 2018; and invested in state-of-the art technology. The owner has also diversified 

himself by property investment and taking ownership of bars in an up-market suburb of 

Christchurch. 

This is the largest business in our study, but still relatively small in comparison to the major 

international companies attracted into the Christchurch rebuild market. This owner was 

immediately under pressure to maintain not only his own livelihood but that of his 98 

employees (at the time of the earthquakes). Although he was in a favoured sector, the increased 

local demand for construction services meant that he had to develop, again quaickly, a new 

business model that fitted the new environemt of increased international competition and price 

competition. Like Firm1, they invested in new technology and broadened the geographic 

scoope of their business, diversify away from the earthquake damaged area. There is also the 

individual resilience needed to compete through submitting multiple tenders (and losing many), 

and at the same time commit to significant capital investment within the construction business. 

 

5.2 ‘Survivors’ 

The three survivors [3,6,9] were all retailers with direct B2C business models. 

Firm 3 is an owner-managed food manufacturer/retailer with a city location: 

[Quake related sewer repairs] had a hugely negative impact on us, dropping sales and 

making significant losses over that period. (2014). 

This owner also owns the commercial block in which his premises is located, so did not face 

the same rental increases that impacted other firms, e.g., Firms 6, 8, and 10, see below. Firm 3 

had no significant earthquake damage and was able to re-commence production immediately 

post-earthquake: the 2011 turnover was up 11% on the previous year. However, as there was 

no mains water supply in the city, they had for a short time in 2011 to transport gallons of clean 

water from their rural home outside of the city. The recovery of this business was impacted by 
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three things: the owners continued commitment to teach at a food trades school; a misguided 

partnership arrangement; and a major six month sewer repair on the road outside the premises. 

In addition to these issues, there was also more direct competition opening up as the city rebuild 

commenced. The owner, therefore, looked to rebrand the business, added barrista quality coffee 

and new products, and further looked to create a greater presence on social media, particularly 

Facebook (see Appendix 2). Despite the difficult trading conditions the owner never doubted 

his desire to run the business, a level of individual resilience reinforced by family obligation: 

No I’ve never thought that [selling the business]. Mainly because I think that, my children 

work for me and it’s very much part of our livelihood. (2013). 

Turnover grew between 2013 and 2016, when it was around 18% above the 2010 level. 

Turnover has remained flat at the 2016 level due to the increased local competition, whilst 

operating costs such a wages, compliance and raw materials continued to increase. The owner 

was also been considering his ongoing role in the business. However, the wider family has 

become more involved in its day-to-day running and, in 2018, the owner was once again able 

to become more hands-on in manufacturing.  In 2019 he won a prestigious New Zealand food 

manufacturing award, increasing sales dramatically to the equivalent of a 10% increase in 

overall turnover! This business has not resorted to path-renewal tactics. It has survived through 

its dogged determination to path extension: continuing to do what it has always done in the 

same location. The main feature here is the huge individual resilence on display, e.g., 

transporting fresh water in their car as there was none available at the site; continuing to teach 

to supplement family income; and, amidst all of this, surviving a broken partnership agreement. 

The business model was also flexed, with a broader product range hoping to appeal to a broader 

customer range, but it is the individual resilence, the ‘dogged determination’, that dominates 

this narrative. 
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Firm 6, a retailer is now the strongest performer of this survivor group with 2016 turnover 

running over 40% higher than in 2010. But their path was not an easy one: 

We are kind of tied to the business. We were in a lease. It’s pretty hard to get out of those 

sorts of things anyway, so. (2013). 

In 2011, in the immediate aftermath of the February earthquake, with no significant structural 

damage, they were able to re-open in the same rented location and turnover grew: 

Pretty much straight away our business boomed.    people found that this side of town 

became the only [place] you could go and get anything. (2012). 

Thus being in the right location and able to re-open immediately had the same benefits for Firm 

6 as it did for the three fast recoverers, discussed above. But turnover fell back in 2012 at the 

same time as rental charges paid by the business were increasing. Rent was stated to have 

increased from $60,000 per year to $100,000 by 2013, with warnings from the mall owners of 

a further increase of 20% which would in effect have doubled their fixed rental costs in the 

space of only three traumatic years. These increases clearly put pressure on profitability at a 

time when turnover was struggling to get back to 2010 levels – in 2014 it was some 3% above 

the 2010 level. But this had to be absorbed because of the need for business continuity and 

contractual obligations. 

The mall owners then decided to re-theme the mall to be more of a food destination,  a 

development that was not favoured by these owners. In 2015, with their lease up for renewal, 

the owners decided ‘enough was enough’ and allowed businesss logic to overcome their 

individual resilience and they left the mall location. They moved into a franchise arrangement 

based in a small town in North Canterbury, some 30 minutes north of central Christchurch: 

path exhaustion followed eventually by a successful path renewal.  
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So instead of paying $500 per square metre, we are paying $120 or something for this space. 

So it is a lot cheaper. I get an office, there are better facilities ... and we get the [franchise] 

branding. It all worked out perfectly really. (2016). 

They found that being located in a commercial rather than a retail location, their market and 

clientele was very different to Christchurch store, and tended to spend more in  the store. 

Turnover in 2016 was some 40% up on 2010 and the business continues to operate. The 

recognition of path-exhaustion in the original location provoked a successful path-renewal 

move to a new location. In overview, the first part of this narrative is dominated by individual 

resilience to persist in the same location despite major increases in fixed costs and stagnant 

revenue. It was almost four years of low profitability when, on the renewal of their lease, they 

turned their attention to a new business model. The second half of the narrative involves a 

major relocation and a move to a franchise arrangement, both of which have since been very 

successful – and could have happended sooner had individual resilience been less dominant in 

the initial post-disaster years. 

 

The final survivor, Firm 9, is an advertising services business that was located in the city’s 

CBD when the earthquakes occurred and was especially badly affected by the 2011 quake 

which closed the CBD: 

From a business perspective that 13 weeks was hell, really difficult. Lost a number of 

contracts we were due to do for obvious reasons, we couldn’t get the gear out, couldn’t do 

anything. (2011). 

The owner had no choice but to work as best he could from his home and began to look for 

work in other centres such as Auckland, Wellington and Sydney. Despite falling turnover, he 

retained his staff and worked especially hard to maintain communication with existing clients. 

By 2013, things were getting back to some form of normality with turnover increasing for the 
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first time in three years and a broader range of clients and the aggressive pursuit of new work 

(see Appendix 2). 

The owner had a stroke in 2014, and another in 2015 when he was also diagnosed with a heart 

defect that caused the strokes, circumstances he later described ‘a few distractions’! 

Additionally, because of the financial challenges bought on by the quakes, as Christchurch 

began to recover many of his clients were deferring marketing expenditure. Furthermore with 

changing technology lowering the cost of producing advertising content, some opted for in-

house lesser quality production. 

These circumstances brought a change to the business model to focus on maintaining 

relationships with quality clients and people they enjoyed working with. The staff numbers and 

location of premises are the same as in 2010 but turnover edged up in 2016. The earthquake-

driven necessity of keeping costs down has now become the default position as the nature of 

the business model adapts: 

[The earthquake and ill health] hasn’t fundamentally changed what we do …its changed my 

clientele in terms of the quality of them and their needs. (2016). 

In 2017 the owner was still operating from his original premises and looking to build a greater 

presence for his business on social media platforms while contending with post-2011 

earthquake repairs on his building. Overall he has retained a very resilient attitude during all 

the experiences of the previous six years 

On the whole, I think we’re much better off for it because we appreciate the clients that we 

do have, and the work that we do, and the life that we do have and (laughs), you know. 

(2017). 

It is indeed difficult  to imagine a narrative that would be demonstrate more individual resilence 

than that displayed by the owner of Firm 9. Three years after the earthquakes and, as it 

happened, half way through our study, the owner began to experience serious health issues. 
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Despite all of this he remained in the study and was also able to broaden the geographic scope 

of his client-base while, at the same time, improving client quality, i.e., targeting those with 

more to spend on his services.  

 

5.3 ‘Exiters’ 

The final four firms [2,7,8,10] exited for different reasons and at different times following the 

earthquakes. By exit we mean simply the disappearance of the firm from our study as an owner 

operated entity. We had one voluntary exit by way of a trade sale (Firm 2) and three involuntary 

exits including one involving bankruptcy of the owners. Like the survivor group, all four of 

these firms were in B2C relationships: three retailers and one café. 

 

Firm 2 in 2010 was a highly successful independent retailer with an established local brand 

and located in one of the city’s more upmarket malls: 

It’s a nightmare and I’ve just chosen not to care about things I can’t control. So it is as 

bad as it is…customers who don’t want to be bothered have terrible issues and won’t be 

coming here, but I treat it as part of the whole experience. (2013) 

Turnover fell below the 2010 level in each of the four years 2011-2014. Following the quakes 

they were paid out for damaged stock and the replacement of fittings by their insurer but could 

not overcome the impact on foot traffic due to damage and major road works that surrounded 

the mall. 

The damage to the mall had to be repaired in 2014 and they were relocated to a smaller shop 

in an out-of-the-way location with no foot traffic. They were to remain in this ‘temporary’ 

location for over three years, during which time they downsized and tried to develop a stronger 

web presence to compensate for the reduction of in-store customers.In 2012 through 2014, 

turnover remained 20-30% below their 2010 level and the owner was still locked in a protracted 



25 
 

25 
 

dispute with his insurer. Why stay we asked? There was a lack of alternative accommodation 

but also strong individual resilience to meet a felt obligation to family members and employees 

(see Appendix 2). 

They moved back into their rebuilt original store in 2014 and hired a new part-time employee, 

bringing the total staff count to 11 compared 22 in the immediate pre-earthquake period. By 

2015 this was beginning to operate successfully, and 2015 was the first post-earthquake year 

in which turnover exceeded the 2010 level. However, margins were being squeezed as cheaper 

products flooded the the market. 

In 2016 an opportunity arose to sell the business to a larger retail chain which ensured 

employees retained their jobs and relinquished any outstanding debt: 

I wasn’t making any money and I didn’t want to be that person who ends up with a failed 

business and ten people out of work. (2016). 

As a condition of sale the owner was to remain as store manager for the first year, working for 

the new owners. In 2019 he was still employed as store manager. The story of this business in 

one of very limited business model resilience. Apart from some enforced downsizing and a 

(somewhat delated) move to web-based promotion, the business model remained unchanged 

and profit margins continued to suffer. Why did this happen? We attribute the lack of reaction 

to the strong individual resilience, fuelled by the insurance dispute and a ‘I can fix this’ 

commitment to family members and employees. In a way, this individual resilience persisted 

through the sale of the business when this owner and all his employees retained paid 

employment with the new owner. But his own business was no more. 

 

Firm 7 was forced to declare bankruptcy following legal proceedings in 2013:  

We lost our shop, so we are working out of a container in what used to be the back of the 

building and a marquee in the front. ( 2013). 
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This small husband and wife-owned retailer had it leased premises so badly damaged that they 

had to be demolished. Their landlord was quite supportive, placing a shipping container and a 

marque on the site so that the couple could continue operating.  

But the local suburb was also badly damaged and became depopulated. The turnover in this 

business was some 50% down on 2010 levels in each of the three years 2011 through 2013 and 

the owners did not have the capital base to see out this period. Following the bankruptcy, the 

couple regrouped and moved on to manage a motels in the lower South Island of New Zealand 

before moving to Australia in 2018.  

The last I visited them when they were managing motels in Central [Otago], but I’ve now 

heard that they have moved to Australia. And nobody is sure what they are doing over there. 

(Former business associate, 2018). 

Like many others, this business suffered severe structural damage, as did their immediate area. 

There was no attempt here to develop a new business model which might have broadened their 

customer base, but we cannot blame the owners for this. Their individual resilience kept them 

going for over two years on a dwindling capital base, until the bankruptcy was declared in 

2013. In February 2011, they were just in the wrong place at the wrong time and lacked the 

capital to rebuild their business on a revamped business model. 

 

Firm 8 is another B2C privately owner retailer of homewares. There was very little damage to 

premises or neighbourhood from the earthquakes and the 2011 turnover was around 20% up 

on 2010. But the business had been struggling for a few years from increased international 

competition prior to the quakes and sales and margins fell in 2011 and in 2012, when turnover 

was 24% lower than in 2010: 
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A huge lesson for me was that I should have pulled the pin a few years ago…had I closed 

it a couple or three years ago we would probably walked away not owing any money. ( 

2013). 

Both rent and insurance costs rose dramatically, compromising any profit in the business: rents 

increased from $40,000 per year before the earthquakes to $90,000 within two years, and 

insurances leapt from $4,500 to $20,000 per year. Margin were falling and even after 

subleasing part of their shop, ‘we still couldn’t make any money, and so we were going 

backwards all the time and we just had to pull the pin in the end.’ The business closed in 2013. 

Prior to closing the business, the owner had trained as a retail estate agent and had been selling 

properties, so on closing he had the individual resilience to became a full-time and successful 

real estate agent in Christchurch,  despite it being a difficult period for property sales post-

earthquake. He and his family moved to Australia in 2015 where he opened his own successful 

real estate business in 2017. In this case we observed fairly low level of individual resilience, 

eroded over several pre-disaster years of poor financial performance, i.e., poor financial 

condition leading exit in this case (see Orhan, 2016). There was no attempt to revive this 

business with a new business model, although the same owner has now develop an entirely 

new business elsewhere, which says something about his individual resilience. 

 

Firm 10 is a family-run continental café and food store, located in a shopping mall on the 

western side of the city where earthquake damage was much less extensive:  

We haven’t really changed the way we do things or even the menu over the years. We 

have really just stuck to what we do well, obviously we have changed premises and we 

have tried yet again not to change anything dramatically.  (2014.) 

There was no damage to the premises and it was busier due to the shift in activity away from 

the badly damaged CBD and eastern suburbs. Turnover in 2011 was up 20% on 2010.  
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We took on two new staff members just to cope with the influx of new patrons, you know 

people we hadn’t seen before because they were obviously locals at their local cafés that 

were no longer available to them. (2012) 

But the rent and insurance costs associated with the mall location both rose rapidly (as we have 

seen in other cases), forcing the business to move out to a new location opposite  the mall in 

2013. Moreover, the new location did not work well and turnover was 10-20% below 2010 in 

each year from 2013 to 2016. The downturn was in-part because of location; but also they had 

historically been catering for an older demographic and following the quakes the owner 

believed that many elderly had moved out of Christchurch to locations perceived as less 

vulnerable to quakes. 

Because half my customers have left Christchurch. …….. Yeah they come in from Oamaru 

and Timaru, and Ashburton and say um ‘aw we don’t come into town that often. (2016).  

This founder-owner retired in 2017 and the business was taken over by family who tried to 

move the café’s business model away from its continental-style of catering to one of healthier 

vegetarian food in an area which had become dominated by Asian style restaurants. This 

repositioning also failed and, when the new lease came up for renewal in 2018, the family 

decided to close the business. This narrative tells of a business that persisted too long with the 

same business model, despite a move to a lower cost location. It was not until 2017, six year 

after the earthquakes and on the retirement of the long-time owner, that the need for business 

resilience came to dominate individual resilience. But by then it proved too little and too late 

for this family and their business.  

 

6. Discussion 

Our study followed owners of ten small businesses following a major unforeseeable disaster 

triggered by natural hazards, viz., major earthquakes. The longitudinal study spanned the 
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period 2011 through 2018, and the businesses fit three classifications: fast recoverers, survivors 

and exiters.  

All three fast recovers firms were able to continue to operate very quickly after the earthquake. 

This was not easy but, once done, being able to trade into the post-earthquake economy brought 

considerable advantages. In each case the B2B model made it easier to locate new customers 

within a changed Christchurch social and economic dynamic as well as those outside of the 

Christchurch area. This need to rebuild and broaden the customer base accords with the 

findings of both Dietch et al. (2011) and Orhan (2016)), as well as those of Webb et al. (2002) 

for the recovery from Hurricane Andrew (but not from the Loma Prieta earthquake). These 

firms also owned their own premises and while this could mean protracted insurance wrangles, 

as experienced by Firm 1, it did mean that these firms were not subjected to the very large rent 

increases immediately post-quake that were imposed on many of those in leased premises. 

While Orhan (2016) does not find owner-occupancy to be significant for recovery, other studies 

report that ownership reduces the likelihood of both temporary closure and relocation (Orhan, 

2017; Wasileski et al., 2011). But all three of these businesses faced a major threat to their very 

existence and displayed considerable individual resilience and capability to get them through 

this traumatic period. This was evident in their optimism in the face of setbacks, the 

resourcefulness to be able to turn such situations to their advantage, and the agility to move 

quickly (Ayala and Manzano, 2014). They could adapt to their new environment whilst 

ensuring they and their firms retained their pre-quake identity.  Therefore, all three firms were 

able to develop through path extension coupled with the acquisition of new customers (some 

generated by the disaster) in the Christchurch regions and also extend into other regions of New 

Zealand; and in the case of Firms 1 and 5 path-renewal through the development or acquisition 

of new products that serviced different markets. This ability to rapidly build a customer base 

in different places and respond rapidly  to the needs of new customers in their existing and 
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complementary markets is clearly critical when the original place of business is so severely 

compromised. 

The survivors each have their own paths to where they arrived in 2018/2019. All three also 

faced challenges to their very existence and displayed considerable individual resilience. This 

was very evident in their optimism as in Firm 6 owner’s belief in better opportunities in a new 

location and Firm 9 owner’s belief that all the challenges just made them better from a business 

and family perspective. Whilst for Firm 3, rather than optimism, it was more about history and 

his intrinsic investment in running the business for 27 years. In effect an entrepreneur’s 

‘survival capital’ (Brewton et al., 2010). They all displayed an ability to overcome setbacks in 

different ways: persevering with a resilient business model (Firm 3), or adapting the business 

models (Firms 6 and 9) to be more resilient.  

In regard to survivors path, Firm 6 was the only one of these three operating in rented space 

and so was subjected to the huge rent increases that came in the wake of the earthquakes. Their 

location became unprofitable due to these rising fixed costs and the mall management (who set 

the rents) also made the mall a less attractive location for this small retailer. Accepting 

eventually the exhaustion of this path, the firm eventually renewed itself in a new location, new 

customer base, and new business model, and prospered from this form of path renewal driven 

by the importance of location. If Firm 6 had made this path-renewal move sooner, it may well 

have qualified as one of our fast recoverers, a case where individual resilience delayed  

organizational adaptation. Firm 3 owned its premises and so was not the victim of the rent 

increases experienced by Firm 6. It was also able to re-commence trading immediately after 

the earthquakes, even when this involved transporting fresh water from their home some miles 

outside the city. This business has survived by huge determination overcoming a failed 

partnership, major road works outside the premises, and increased costs and competition. The 

owner is a good food manufacturer and, despite all of these setbacks, he has survived on its 
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path-extension strategy. Firm 9 was also able to avoid rent increases because of owned 

premises but, unlike Firms 3 and 6, it lost access to these premises inside the Christchurch 

CBD. The owner had then to work from home to maintain communication with existing clients 

and look for new clients in other locations. Despite some serious medical issues, the owner has 

returned to its original premises and following a path extension strategy had developed a new 

more cost-focused business and with a broader range of quality clients. For several of these 

survivors, the seeds of their long struggle were sown early in the post-disaster period when the 

previous business models were undermined by factors such as dramatic rises in fixed costs 

and/or forced changes to location. The fact that they did not react sooner (e.g., Firm 6) is maybe 

another indication of the dogged individual resilience that can hinder adaptation to the new 

normal.  

The exiters are all B2C businesses who were operating in rented premises when the earthquake 

struck. They were each impacted in a number of ways by the earthquake although common 

themes emerged – the need to move to an inferior location; the almost immediate and dramatic 

increases in rents and insurance premiums; and the impact of ongoing infrastructure repairs in 

their vicinity. A common theme regarding individual resilience was a lack of optimism 

regarding the future of their businesses, or no ability to turn an unfavourable situation into an 

advantage. This was perhaps most understandable in the case of the owners of Firm 7 who were 

in the wrong place at the wrong time, but the the owner of Firm 8 was able to reinvent himself 

into a successful real estate agent. The combination of factors confronting these four owners 

and their businesses led to what Isaken (2015) and, more recently, Cheung and Kwong (2017) 

would describe as path exhaustion. At least for these owners there was life after exiting from 

their Christchurch business. The owner of Firm 2 continues to manage the business; the owners 

of Firms 7 and 8 have moved on to new challenges in Australia. The owner of Firm 10 has now 

retired in Christchurch. 
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7. Conclusions 

The purpose of this paper was to explore what 'being resilient' means and how the interplay of 

individual and organizational resilience over time influences recovery outcomes in smaller 

businesses. Previous studies have focused on different and somewhat arbitrary periods 

following a major disaster. We extend longitudinal analysis well beyond the initial recovery 

period to explore the full impact on these smaller businesses. Three firms have responded very 

strongly and have emerged stronger than they were prior to the earthquakes, with a more 

diversified customer base. Their immediate almost instinctive reaction, akin to Johannisson 

and Olaison (2007) observation of emergency entrepreneurship, has been shown to have been 

effective. The fast recoverers each demonstrated individual resilience with agile  B2B business 

model adaptations that enabled them to not only survive but benefit from the disaster recovery 

phase (Kantur & Iseri-Say, 2015, p. 457). It is also notable that all three fast recoverers were 

able to follow a path extension route out of the disaster phase. In this they benefited by owning 

their own premises and, while creating ongoing insurance issues for some, it did mean that 

these firms were not afflicted by the large rent increases that some others had to contend with. 

Their business models remained viable. The three survivors had B2C business models that 

proved less adaptable than the B2B models of the fast recoverers. The strongest of the survivors 

(Firm 6) came arguable from the weakest position. Being in rental space within a large mall, 

the owner was exposed to large increases in rent and location changes which in effect broke 

the business model. The response was one of successful path breaking renewal, to a new locale 

and new business model (franchising), changes being driven by considerable individual 

resilience in the circumstances. The other two survivors have held on with more modest growth 

in sales over 2010 levels. Why? Our finding is that despite enormous levels of individual 

resilience overcoming setbacks and major illness, neither business could sufficiently adapt their 
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business models to recover in the aftermath. They stuck with path extension as this was the 

only business model available. The four exiters all had B2C business models based in rented 

locations which were rapidly undermined by rent increases and/or location factors that were 

hugely deleterious to sales. While individual resilience may also have waned, the critical factor 

leading to path exhaustion was a perceived lack of options and so limited agility or adaptability 

around these four business models. 

We began this paper with a short extract from the seminal and longitudinal study by Alesch et 

al., (2001). On the basis of our investigation, we amend slightly their conclusion: it is the ability 

of business owners to recognize and adapt that is critical. This ability can be compromised by 

high levels of individual resilience reflecting self-imposed obligations to family and employees 

to return the business to how it used to be. This then delays or even precludes adapting their 

businesses to the post-disaster enviorment. Post-disaster recovery is best explained in terms of 

business model resilience, although we have shown that this is easier for some businesses than 

it is for others. There is no doubt that some individual resilience is also necessary but it will 

not be sufficient unless applied to a business model that is either inherently resilient or can be 

rapidly adapted to the post-disaster setting. Future research could further explore cases where 

individual resilience prevents necessary organizational adaption as over-optimistic individuals 

spend too long trying to fix a broken business model or hoping that it will somehow fix itself. 
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Appendix A 

A1) Recovery paths following Isaken (2015) 

PATH-DEVELOPMENT 
 

NATURE MAIN CHARACTERISTICS 

Path-extension Path-continuation A situation whereby entrepreneurs take the intentional 
decision to continue along the existing trajectory. 
 

Path-exhaustion  Entrepreneurs continue along the existing trajectory, 
but the situation no longer favours the activity that the 
entrepreneur has chosen to embark upon. 
 

Path-renewal Path-breaking: 
Require strategic 
change 

A situation when entrepreneurs branch out into new 
business sectors based on preexisting competencies 
and resources. 
 

Path-creation  A situation when entrepreneurs mindfully venture 
away from their existing competencies and resources 
and embark on activities in relatively unknown 
sectors. 
 

[Source: Cheung, C. W. M., & Kwong, C. (2017). Path- and place-dependence of entrepreneurial ventures at times of war 
and conflict. International Small Business Journal: Researching Entrepreneurship, 35(8), 906.  
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Appendix 2 

A2. Proof quotes relating to organizational and individual resilience 

Firm  Group RESILIENCE 
  Organizational Individual 
1 Fast recoverers Since the late 1980s we have invested heavily in 

computerised manufacturing plant which can 
economically produce high quality small to medium 
sized batches of components for our clients. (2012) 

The battle with the insurance company was really 
difficult one, and very stressful. In the end after a lot of 
fighting and lawyer’s fees we managed to come to an 
agreement with them, so we could move on with our 
lives and our business! (2014) 

4  Just the fact that we had to relook at the business at 
the time and just think where were we going and what 
we had to do to survive. (2013). 

It’s made us stronger, given us a stronger resilience I 
guess.  Learning how to survive on the back of losing 
so much business as we did. (2017) 

5  Structurally above ground was fine. There was some 
liquefaction in the factory and all the guys helped to 
clean [it] out and they were pretty much back to work 
in a couple of days, and we needed to be. (2011)  

We are [now] looking to expand, we are building new 
premises which has been our five-six year plan. Which 
has taken this long. (2013) 

    
3 Survivors We are looking at rebranding – done our rebranding, 

and looking at driving our sales by Facebook at the 
moment. We seem to be getting a lot of good comments 
on Facebook at the moment. I’m going to start looking 
at purchasing Facebook ads…(2016) 

But I’m bound to Christchurch because of family and 
my children working for me; and the worse thing is 
because I’ve been there for 27 years it’s not just selling 
the [business] it’s selling part of me. That’s a decision 
you can’t take lightly. (2016) 

6  The rents pushed up here amazingly. I think it is 
because there was a lack of rental space available in 
Christchurch. This side of town definitely free retail 
space was a real premium. (2013) 

The figures didn’t stack up, and towards the end we 
were actually losing money. We were just working for 
the landlord. So said no, enough is enough. (2016) 

9  And it has been for the last year that things have been 
back to normal again and going exceptionally well. 
And it is not necessarily local work, but there is some 
local work for sure but a lot of it is from out of town – 
Auckland, Wellington, so I’m very lucky. (2013) 

So all of those things took a little bit of time to get over. 
And the strokes only happened because I had a hole in 
my heart, so they closed that up as well. ….. Yeah, so it 
was a little bit, a few distractions. (2016) 
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2 Exiters Some [margins] are less than $20! And people get 

indignant when you don’t give them a [accessories] 
for free! (2016) 

So apart from the fact that I need to make a living and 
a lifestyle to support, there other peoples livelihoods 
[staff] that depend on it as well. So there is a level of 
obligation there I feel. (2014) 

7  We lost of shop, so we are working out of a container 
in what used to be the back of the building and a 
marquee in the front. (2013). 

I don’t know, you just have to carry on I guess. (2012) 

8  And wage costs just kept creeping up and margins 
were decreasing, as at the end of the day to try and 
keep the company running I actually subleased out 
part of our shop. But we still couldn’t make any 
money, and so we were going backwards all the time 
and we just had to pull the pin in the end. (2013) 

The reason I went into real estate is that I’d done 
nearly 30 years in the retail industry and I was getting 
very despondent with it. And then [wife] said why don’t 
you do real estate. Yeah, na it’s pretty good. I had a 
great year last year and hoping to have a better year 
this year. (2014) 

10  We have too many days when we would have been 
busier in the mall.(2017)  

Plus the family business, plus my own family and also 
dad. So personally I never felt as though this is really 
crazy and would like to leave. I think it always crosses 
your mind now and then, like maybe this is an 
opportunity to do something different. When it comes 
down to the crunch there was never really any 
consideration to literally go.(2014) 
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Figure 1. Turnover levels: percentage changes relative to 2010 
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Table 1. Summary of key data 

Firm Sector Model Age 
(years, 
2010) 

Staff 
(2010) 

Location Premises 
damaged 

Area 
damaged 
(unable to 
operate) 

Turnover 
2016 as % of 

2010 

1 Manufacturing B2B 47 6 SW Major No +86.9 
2 Retail B2C 24 20 North Major Yes Sold 2016 
3 Food  B2C 25 8 SW Minor Yes +17.7 
4 Wholesale B2B 14 3 NW  Minor Yes +117.4 
5 Construction B2B 46 98 CBD Minor No +92.9 
6 Retail B2C 10 4 NW Minor No +41.4 
7 Retail B2C 4 5 East Major Yes Bankrupt 

2013 
8 Retail B2C 18 10 West Minor No Closed 2013 
9 Advertising 

Services 
B2C 10  4  CBD Major Yes +5.0 

10 Hospitality B2C 24  8.  West Minor No -20.0* 
*Owner retired in 2017. Family closed the business in 2018. 

 


