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The present study was conducted with the purpose of identifying the strategies
and superior experiences of entrepreneurial actions in facing the crisis in small
and medium-sized enterprises in Mazandaran province. This study was applied
in terms of purpose and mixed in terms of data collection method. In the
qualitative phase, data were collected through semi-structured interviews with 20
successful and experienced entrepreneurs who had a history of managing in
crisis situations and analyzed using thematic analysis based on the Brown and
Clark model. Sampling was carried out using the purposive snowball method
until theoretical saturation was achieved. The statistical population of this study
includes entrepreneurs of small and medium-sized enterprises in Mazandaran
province, with a sample size of 10 times the number of questionnaire questions;
therefore, in the quantitative part, 320 entrepreneurs of small and medium-sized
businesses were selected using stratified random sampling with proportional
assignment and completed a researcher-made questionnaire. The validity and
reliability of the research tool were confirmed by experts and Cronbach's alpha
coefficient, and quantitative data were analyzed using structural equation
modeling (confirmatory factor analysis) in Smart PLS4 software. The research
findings showed that five main strategies, including rapid business model
change, product or service innovation, bold and risky decision-making, utilizing
social networks and supports, and human resource leadership and management,
played the greatest role in the continuity and success of the studied firms during
crises. The results of all paths were significant and the model fit indices were
assessed as strong. It was also determined that a flexible business model and
utilizing support networks are the most influential factors in successfully
overcoming the crisis. The present study, while emphasizing innovation and
courageous decisions, explains the importance of human resource leadership and
reliance on network support in crisis situations and provides recommendations
for enhancing the resilience of entrepreneurs in the region.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), as the driving engines of regional and national
economies, play a significant role in employment growth, innovation, and sustainable development.
In Mazandaran Province, these enterprises have a pivotal function in fostering entrepreneurship,
increasing household incomes, and diversifying the economic structure. However, due to their
structural characteristics and resource constraints, SMEs are highly vulnerable to various crises,
including economic downturns, market recessions, exchange rate fluctuations, natural disasters,
pandemics such as COVID-19, and sudden changes in macro and microeconomic policies. The
particular features of Mazandaran’s business environment — such as its reliance on agriculture,
tourism, and handicrafts — exacerbate the impact and complexity of environmental shocks on these
companies’ performance.This research, focusing on the responses and unforeseen actions of
entrepreneurs in the province, provides a scientific foundation for the reproduction of practical
knowledge — knowledge that can inform optimized support policies, enhance managerial training,
and improve the crisis performance of SMEs. Thus, this study not only enriches the local literature
on entrepreneurship and crisis management but can also play a decisive role in increasing the
adaptability and resilience of economic enterprises within the unique context of northern Iran.
Accordingly, the present research aims to identify and analyze the strategies and experiences of
SMESs’ entrepreneurs in responding to crises through unforeseen actions.

Research Method

This research is applied in purpose and employs a mixed-methods approach, combining both
qualitative and quantitative techniques for data collection. In the qualitative phase, thematic analysis
(based on the approach of Braun and Clarke) was utilized, while in the quantitative phase,
confirmatory factor analysis was employed. The statistical population consists of entrepreneurs from
small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) in Mazandaran Province. In the qualitative section,
purposive and snowball sampling methods were used, and semi-structured interviews were
conducted with 20 successful and experienced entrepreneurs. For the quantitative section,
proportionate stratified random sampling was performed, and 320 SME entrepreneurs completed the
standardized research questionnaire. MAXQDA software was used for the qualitative data analysis,
while SMART PLS statistical software was employed for confirmatory factor analysis and
assessment of the construct validity and model fit in the quantitative phase. The appropriateness of
model fit indices was also thoroughly evaluated.

Results and Discussion

In this study, the overarching themes identified include: rapid business model change with three
components (diversification of distribution and sales channels, diversification of the product/service
portfolio, changes in target customer groups and markets); product or service innovation with two
components (development of new products or services tailored to crisis needs, improvement or
upgrading of existing products/services in accordance with new conditions); bold and risk-taking
management decisions with two components (entering new high-risk opportunities or markets,
making fundamental changes in organizational trends or structures); networks and social support
with two components (receiving emotional and advisory support from formal and informal
networks, access to financial resources and facilities through communication networks); and
leadership and human resource management with two components (effective and transparent
communication with employees during crisis situations, maintaining motivation, resilience, and team
cohesion). In total, 32 basic themes were identified and introduced. The constructs of the present
study possess acceptable internal reliability and convergent validity. Although the AVE value for
some constructs was slightly below the ideal threshold, it remained within an acceptable range. The
quantitative results of the study, based on structural equation modeling, indicate that all identified
dimensions in the crisis entrepreneurship model have a significant and substantial impact on the
performance of small and medium-sized enterprises. The most prominent path pertains to "rapid
business model change,”" which, with the highest path coefficient and t-statistic, indicates a very
strong effect of this factor during crises. Furthermore, the dimensions of "networks and social
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support” and "leadership and human resource management” also exhibited significant path
coefficients and high t-values, demonstrating their considerable influence on organizational
resilience and flexibility. The findings also showed that "product or service innovation" and "bold
and risk-taking management decisions," despite having comparatively lower path coefficients, still
play a meaningful role in enhancing entrepreneurship during crises. The results of the model fit
indices, R2 and predictive power Q2, suggest that the research model demonstrates good quality.
The R2 values for all key model dimensions (rapid business model change, product or service
innovation, bold and risk-taking management decisions, networks and social support, and leadership
and human resource management) all fall within the moderate fit range, indicating that the proposed
model adequately explains a substantial portion of the variance in dependent variables. Meanwhile,
the Q2 values—indicators of the model's predictive power—are within the strong predictive
relevance range for most dimensions (except for rapid business model change, which is moderate),
reflecting not only a structurally sound model fit but also high efficacy in predicting and explaining
the behavior of the study variables. The overall GOF (Goodness of Fit) value for the model was
found to be 0.477, indicating a strong overall model fit in this study.

Conclusion and Recommendations

The findings of this study indicate that, in order to cope with crises, entrepreneurs in Mazandaran
Province should rapidly adapt their business models in response to changing market conditions. In
addition to in-person sales, they are advised to utilize online sales platforms and local social media
networks to market their products and services. Furthermore, developing and improving new
products or services that address the emerging needs during crises—such as more professional
packaging of local food products or offering online educational and consulting services—can be
effective strategies. Making bold decisions and entering new or less well-known markets, such as
creative industries or health tourism, as well as piloting innovative ideas on a limited scale, are also
recommended. Active engagement with entrepreneurial networks, the chamber of commerce, and
professional associations in the province facilitates access to financial and advisory support as well
as opportunities to learn from others’ experiences. Creating an atmosphere of participation and
empathy among team members, and strengthening the motivation and resilience of human resources,
are key factors in maintaining organizational cohesion and successfully navigating through crises.
One of the limitations of this study was the low representation of female entrepreneurs in the
research sample, which means that the findings do not fully reflect the perspectives and experiences
of women entrepreneurs. Based on this limitation, it is recommended that future studies specifically
and purposively examine the barriers, challenges, and solutions unique to women entrepreneurs in
Mazandaran Province or similar regions, in order to achieve a more comprehensive and precise
understanding of entrepreneurship during crises with a focus on gender.
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