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Abstract: This study sought to determine the impact of COVID-19 pandemic on
corporate strategies of manufacturing companies in Bulawayo Metropolitan Province.
The study was motivated by the fact that while COVID-19 pandemic has forced
manufacturing companies to rethink almost every aspect of their businesses, it has
also validated the importance of corporate strategy. The study was guided by the
Real Option Theory, which indicates that managers tends to defer investments when
uncertainties arise. The interpretivism research philosophy guided this research because
the aim was to establish the socially constructed nature of the reality of the impact
of COVID-19 pandemic on the corporate strategies of manufacturing companies in
Bulawayo. A qualitative research approach was used which enabled the researchers not
to be restricted to specific research questions. The researchers opted for a case study
research design where 5 manufacturing companies that constituted 5 cases in the
study. This allowed the researchers to gain a sharpened understanding of the impact
of COVID-19 pandemic on the corporate strategies of manufacturing companies
in Bulawayo Metropolitan Province. A sample of 20 participants, comprising of 5
senior managers and 15 middle managers of manufacturing companies were used in
the study. Data was generated through interviews with 5 senior managers and open-
ended questionnaires with 15 middle managers of manufacturing companies. The
key findings of the study were that COVID-19 pandemic affected the four pillars of
corporate strategy of manufacturing companies in Bulawayo in a positive and negative
way. The study recommended that manufacturing companies should be flexible in
responding to market trends, collaborate with government, establishing a crisis plan
and having a collaboration mechanism well in time before the crisis in order to reduce
the negative effects of COVID-19 pandemic on their corporate strategies.
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1. INTRODUCTION

While COVID-19 pandemic has forced manufacturing companies to rethink
almost every aspect of their business, it has also validated the importance of
the strategy function. Even in pre—COVID-19 times, companies operated in
an increasingly uncertain, complex, and dynamic environment. A company’s
ability to navigate these conditions was becoming a critical source of competitive
advantage before the pandemic. Tasked with shaping the company’s long-term
corporate strategy and detecting market shifts, managers are already positioned
to play a crucial role in unlocking value from these disruptive forces. This
study seeks to examine the effect of COVID-19 on corporate strategy, in
manufacturing companies in the Bulawayo Metropolitan Province.

2. BACK GROUND OF THE STUDY

In our rapidly evolving environment, corporate strategy functions need to focus
on seeing around the corner of what comes next, positioning companies for
sustained success, and driving growth in bold ways (Hagel, Jacobson, & Brown,
2020). The challenge will be how to do so effectively in a significantly different
COVID-19 environment, which is widely referred as the “new normal.”
Strategic choices are more complex than ever before. To address uncertainty,
companies need to take a holistic view of enterprise performance that balances
a breadth of factors (for example, talent retention, employee safety, brand
reputation, cost structure, and liquidity management) with short-, medium-,
and long-term goals (Gulati, Nohria, & Wohlgezogen, 2010).

In the current business climate, perhaps more than ever, it is important for
managers to help their organizations not only see around the corner, but also
consider the long-term implications of their short-term strategic choices in order
to ensure the viability of the business and enhance the long-term prospects of
winning in the post COVID-19 crisis economy (Silva, Schoenwaelder, Nelson,
& Markovich, 2020). The traditional strategic planning process does not match
the dynamism of the current environment and likely needs to be reinvented.
Strategic planning is too infrequent and takes too long to complete.

Although crises such as the COVID-19 pandemic pose many challenges,
they also present substantial opportunities (Kounkel, Main, O’Brien, &
Stephan, 2019). To continue functioning, many food and beverage companies
embraced e-commerce as their main source of revenue and their pathway to
suppliers. Fitness companies are offering free access to workouts to help users
stay healthy and active. Perfume and alcohol companies are converting their
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manufacturing facilities to make hand sanitizers. Manufacturing companies
are focusing their production efforts on personal protective equipment
(PPE) for health care workers. Pharmacies and health care companies are
converting retail locations to COVID-19 test sites. Managers who translate
these fundamental changes into overall strategy and strategic decision-making
will create a competitive advantage for their companies in the face of talent,
time, and resource constraints. This moment presents an inflection point for
manufacturing companies to reconsider what is possible and inform their
strategy and decision-making going forward (Marsh, 2020).

In the past years, Zimbabwean manufacturing companies have been
underperforming due to poor strategic process. Most manufacturing companies
in Zimbabwe are good at strategy planning but they fail to put the plan into
reality and failed to survive in the first three months due to poor strategy
implementation (Mhlanga, 2013). A number of manufacturing companies in
Zimbabwe have failed to yield profits, increase market shares and increase sales
volume due to poor vision and poor strategy implementation. In the face of
COVID-19, several manufacturing companies have closed, downsized or lost
market share in Zimbabwe. These manufacturing companies failed to have
dynamic strategies that adhere to COVID-19 induced changes (Mhlanga, 2013).

The literature review suggests that research about the effect of COVID-19
has often focused on other countries rather than Zimbabwe. Considering
the unique characteristics of the COVID-19 outbreak, its long period,
pervasiveness, and cross-border impact, it is likely that there will be a wide
range of crisis strategies.

3. STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM

Despite efforts made by manufacturing companies in Zimbabwe on effective
strategy implementation it seems not to be panacea on enhancing corporate
performance in this COVID- 19 era. Several manufacturing companies have
closed, downsized or lost market share in Zimbabwe. These companies failed to
have dynamic strategies that adhere to COVID-19 induced changes. However,
a few manufacturing companies have thrived due to rethinking their corporate
strategies. Considering the unique characteristics of the COVID-19 outbreak,
its long period, pervasiveness, and cross-border impact, it is unclear how it
affects corporate strategies of companies. Therefore, this study seeks to assess
the impact of COVID-19 on corporate strategy of manufacturing companies
in Bulawayo Metropolitan Province.
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4. CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

In the current study, the key concepts that guided this study are COVID -19
and corporate strategies. This study adopted the narrative and diagrammatical
forms for explaining the key concepts:

4.1. COVID -19

According to the UNDP (2021), COVI -19 pandemic is the global health crisis
which is viewed as the greatest challenge faced since World War II. Since its
emergence in Asiain 2019, the virus has spread to every continent except Antarctica.
Kuma, Malviya and Sharma (2020), define COVID -19 as a respiratory infection
disease which include pneumonia, cold, sneezing and coughing. The current
study view COVID-19 as the triangulation of the view of UNDP (2021) and the
view of Kuma, ez /. (2020). In this regard COVID -19 pandemic is viewed as the
respiratory infection disease that has spread to every continent causing devastating
negative effects to manufacturing sectors all over the World.

4.2. Corporate Strategy

According to Andrews (2020), a corporate strategy is a pattern of decisions in
the company that determines and reveals its objectives, purposes, or goals to
produce the principal policies and plans for achieving these goals. Garri (2013)
view a corporate strategy as a strategy that encompasses a firm’s corporate actions
with the aim to achieve the company’s objective while achieving a competitive
advantage. The current study adopted Garri (2013)’s view of a corporate strategy.

4.3. The four pillars of corporate strategy

The four pillars of conceptual strategy are conceptually shown in Figure 1.1
below:

Allocation of resources

Corporate
Strategy

Portfolio Management Strategic trade-offs

Organizational Design

Figure 1.1: Conceptual Framework of Corporate Strategies of
Manufacturing Companies
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The conceptual framework in Figure 1.1 above illustrates that the corporate
strategy for manufacturing companies has four pillars. These are allocation of
resources, portfolio management, organizational design and strategic trade-offs.

5. RESEARCH QUESTIONS

This study was guided by the following research questions:

5.1. Main Research Question

To what extent are Covid-19 regulations affecting corporate strategy for
manufacturing companies in Bulawayo Metropolitan Province?

5.2. Specific Research Questions
The study was guided by the following secondary objectives:

e Towhatextentare Covid-19 pandemic affecting allocation of resources
in manufacturing sector in Bulawayo Metropolitan Province?

e To what extent are Covid-19 pandemic affecting organizational design
of manufacturing companies in Bulawayo Metropolitan Province?

*  Towhatextentare Covid-19 pandemic affecting portfolio management
of manufacturing companies in Bulawayo Metropolitan Province?

e To what extent are Covid-19 pandemic affecting strategic trade-offs of
manufacturing companies in Bulawayo Metropolitan Province?

e What solutions can be put in place to ensure that negative effects of
Covid-19 pandemic on corporate strategy of manufacturing companies
in Bulawayo are addressed?

6. DELIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY

This study focused primarily on the effect of COVID-19 on corporate strategy.
The study focused on manufacturing companies that are operating in Bulawayo
Metropolitan Province.

7. ASSUMPTIONS OF THE STUDY

This study was based on the assumption that manufacturing companies in
Bulawayo Metropolitan Province implemented corporate strategies focusing
on allocation of resources, organizational design, portfolio management and
strategic trade-offs pillars.
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8. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
This study was guided by the Real Option Theory:

According to the Real Options Theory, managers tend to defer investment
when uncertainties rise, which may lead to miss profitable projects (Zeng ez al.
2016). The real option theory indicates that for firms operating in an uncertain
economic environment, the economic value of managerial flexibility to adjust
actions is upon the arrival of new information. The real option theory is based
on three parameters which are as follows:

8.1. Investment and Disinvestment

The parameter guides the manager on decision making. In this case, the
decision to make are whether and when to invest or exit.

8.2. Organization and Governance

This parameter also helps a manager on decision making in an uncertain
environment. In this case the decision to make are how should the firm organize
or govern activities.

8.3. Investment Mode Choices and Performance Implications

This parameter guides the manager on allocation of resources in an uncertain
environment. This indicates the performance implications to a company.

The relevancy of the Real Option Theory to the current study are that
COVID-19 brings higher external risks, which lead managers to increase their
cash holdings in case of emergencies. More cash retention takes up the investment
funds and reduces enterprises momentum of sustainable development. In the
short term, based on Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, Consumers’ demand for
health and safety is more urgent than that for social contact during the pandemic,
resulting in a shrinking demand (Hagerty and Williams 2020). These factors
lead to a decline in corporate revenue, and ultimately a decline in corporate
performance. The manufacturing companies’ productivity and revenue declined
sharply due to the implementation of the quarantine measures.

9. LITERATURE GAP ANALYSIS

There are certain studies that have been done in other countries which focused
on the symptoms of COVID -19 on human beings in Asian countries as well
as on the history of corona virus (Kuma, Malviya, and Sharma, 2020; UNDD,
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2021). These studies never focused on the impact of the COVID-19 regulations
on corporate strategy for manufacturing companies. In Zimbabwe, there are no
studies that have focused on the impact of COVID -19 regulations on corporate
strategy. Hence, the current study is the first study to be done in Zimbabwe
focusing on the manufacturing companies in Bulawayo Metropolitan Province.

10. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

The major aim of the research methodology adopted in the current study
was to provide the work plan of the research study to establish the impact of
COVID-19 on corporate strategy of manufacturing companies in Bulawayo
Metropolitan Province. Therefore, this section provides the research approach
of this study and its justification.

10.1. Research Philosophy

This study was based on the interpretivism philosophy because the aim was to
establish the socially constructed nature of reality of the impact of COVID-19
pandemic on corporate strategy of manufacturing companies. Hence, the
emphasis was the relationship between the researcher and the manufacturing
companies that were being studied (Welman. Kruger and Mitchell, 2005).
In addition, the interpretivism philosophy enabled the researchers to have a
holistic and well-rounded view of the impact of COVID -19 on the corporate
strategy of manufacturing companies in Bulawayo Metropolitan Province
(Nyaruwata, 2013).

10.2. Research approach

This study used a qualitative research approach to assess the impact of
COVID -19 on corporate strategy of manufacturing companies in Bulawayo
Metropolitan Province. According to Creswell (2014), a qualitative research
is an inquiry process of understanding a social or human problem, based on
building a complex, holistic picture formed with words, reporting detailed views
of informants, and conducting the study in a natural setting. In the current
study, a qualitative study was adopted because the purpose was to understand
the impact of COVID - 19 on corporate strategy of manufacturing companies
operating in Bulawayo from the participants’ perspective. This understanding
was acquired by analysing many contexts of the participants and by narrating
participants’ meanings for these situations and events. The meanings included
beliefs, ideals, thoughts, and actions (Nyaruwata, 2013).
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The main strengths of using the qualitative research design in this study
was that researchers were not restricted to specific questions. The research
framework and direction could quickly be revised as new information emerged
(Nyaruwata, 2013). However, the main challenge was that data was collected
from a few cases which implied that the findings cannot be generalized to the
larger population.

10.3. Research Design

Therefore, the case study research design was considered the most appropriate
approach to employ in this study because it provided a systematic way to collect
data on multiple perspectives rooted in a specific context (Ritchie and Lewis,
2003). Yin (2003) defines a case study as an empirical inquiry that investigates
a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context. The main aim was
to understand participants in a social context by interpreting their actions as a
single group or community, hence the case.

The researchers opted for case study as an action plan because it allowed
a lot of primary data to gathering using multiple techniques. Case study also
allowed the researchers to generate a variety of participant perspectives over the
phenomenon under study. With case study design, all collected evidences on
the impact of COVID-19 on corporate strategy of manufacturing companies
operating in Bulawayo Metropolitan Province were interpreted to arrive at
the best possible responses to the research question(s). As a result, this design
allowed the researchers to gain a sharpened understanding of the impact of
COVID-19 pandemic on the corporate strategy of manufacturing companies
in Bulawayo Metropolitan Province.

Case study research design is criticized for cumbersome data but themed
data segmentation technique assisted the researchers by sorting and classifying
generated data into themes to gain a sharpened understanding of the
phenomenon under study and effective analysis. Another challenge that was
experienced from this research method was that the sample used was small to
generate information applicable to other manufacturing companies. However,
the researchers used detailed data generating techniques such as triangulation
and member checking to in-depth exploring a multiple bounded systems (cases)
of manufacturing companies in Bulawayo Metropolitan Province overtime.

10.4. Population

Population is portrayed by Creswell (2007) as any group of individuals that
have one or more characteristics in common that is of interest to the researcher.
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According to Munzara (2013), population is the collection of all elements under
the investigation. Thus, it is a restricted group of people in which the researcher
is interested in gaining information and drawing conclusions. Struwig and
Stead (2001) assert that a research population has certain characteristics that
can be completely homogeneous (the same). In this study, the population was
comprised of 15 manufacturing companies with about 150 participants.

Therefore, the approximate total target population of this study was 45
potential participants. The managers were used in this study because they
were familiar with corporate strategy of the manufacturing companies that
employed them. They were in a position to give the required information
regarding the impact of COVID-19 regulations on corporate strategy of their
companies. They were also suitable potential participants of this study because
of being rich data source of information relevant for describing the impact of
COVID-19 on corporate strategy of the company.

10.5. Sample

According to Creswell (2007), sample refers to a small group of population
selected for survey and analysis. Thus, a sample is described as a small, selected
group from the population chosen to fairly represent this section of the
population. In this study the chosen sample was made up of five manufacturing
companies in Bulawayo Metropolitan Province with 20 managers, both middle
and top managers. These participants were a small group of knowledgeable and
informative people from manufacturing companies in Bulawayo Metropolitan
Province. The 20 participants were purposively selected through data
saturation (Creswell, 2013). The sample chosen was made up of purposively
selected participants who voluntarily responded to the open and closed-ended
questionnaires and were willing to participate on interviews. The researchers
used data saturation principle to obtain a sample from the managers of
manufacturing companies (Creswell, 2007; Johnson and Christensen, 2014).

In this study, researchers focussed on detail and quality of an individual
participant’s opinion, feeling, experience and facts regarding the impact of
COVID-19 regulations on the corporate strategy of the company (Creswell,
2014; Marshall and Rossman, 2011).

10.6. Sampling Procedure

In this study, the research used purposive sampling method. The idea behind
purposive sampling was to concentrate on people with particular characteristics
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who were better to be able to assist with the relevant data for this research
(Etikan, Musa and Alkassim, 2016). In this study, researchers drew the sample
from the manufacturing companies operating in Bulawayo Metropolitan
Province through purposive technique to maximise the depth of data that
researchers elicited (Johnson and Chritensen, 2014). Purposive sampling
method assisted the researchers to identify and select the information-rich
cases for the most and proper utilization of the available resources (Zhi. 2014).
This involved identification and selection of individuals that are proficient and
well-informed with the phenomenon of interest. In addition to knowledge
and experience, purposive sampling technique allowed researchers to identify
the participants who were available and willing to participate, and the ability
to communicate their experiences and give their opinions on the impact of
COVID-19 regulations on corporate strategy of the companies that they
managed, in an articulate, expressive, and reflective manner. The purposively
selected participants were appropriate for researchers to gain insight about their
perception of the impact of COVID-19 regulations on the corporate strategy
of the company. Researchers purposefully selected the research participants
who had an experience in the formulation and implementation of corporate
strategies in the manufacturing sector.

One of the conditions for purposive sampling was that all the participants
were to be active in the manufacturing sector and also experienced in the
formulation and implementation of corporate strategies of manufacturing
companies. However, purposive sampling can be hampered by attrition and
can be time consuming when looking for rich sources of data (Oppong, 2013).
To address this problem, the researchers used the manufacturing experts such as
senior managers and middle managers of manufacturing companies to identify
the rich sources of data for the sampling method to be less costly in terms of
time consuming.

11. DATA ANALYSIS PROCEDURES

In the current study, the researchers adopted and made use of a thematic analysis
approach developed by The University of Auckland (2014). Thematic analysis
is a widely used qualitative data analysis method which focuses on identifying
patterned meaning across a data set that provides an answer to the research
question being addressed. Themed analysis allowed the researchers to read and
re-read the data, until we became familiar with its contents. In this phase,
the researchers generated codes that identified important features of the data
which was relevant to answering the research questions. The phase involved
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coding the entire data set, after that, collating all the codes and all relevant
data extracts together for later stages of analysis. This data analysis technique
allowed the researchers to check the participants’ themes against the data set,
to determine whether they provided a convincing opinion of the data, and
addressed the research questions. The qualitative data generated was effectively
analysed through transcription, segmenting and coding as recommended by
Johnson and Christensen, 2014).

12. FINDINGS OF THE STUDY

The key findings of the study are presented according to the research objectives
of the study. These are as follows:

12.1. Effect of COVID-19 pandemic on resource allocation by
manufacturing companies in Bulawayo Metropolitan Province

The findings of the study were that manufacturing companies are shifting
labour to different areas due COVID-19 pandemic in order to ensure that
there is appropriate supply of labour in critical areas. Funds are also being
allocated to other businesses that could generate income to enable them to

survive the COVID-19 pandemic.

12.2. Effect of COVID-19 pandemic on organizational design of
manufacturing companies in Bulawayo Metropolitan Province

The findings of the study are that the ability of managers to implement
initiatives has been reduced due to the adoption of centralized decision
making system. Manufacturing companies have adopted decision-making
that is top-down to reduce exposure to risk by manufacturing companies.
Reporting procedure has been re-designed by determining an appropriate
delegation of authority.

12.3. Effect of COVID-19 pandemic on portfolio management of
manufacturing companies in Bulawayo Metropolitan Province

The findings from the study are that manufacturing companies are diversifying
into other products as a way of reducing exposure to risk. Manufacturing
companies are taking advantage of opportunities that are arising in the market
due to COVID-19 pandemic. However, the economic environment is causing
these companies not to keep balanced portfolios of their investments.
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12.4. Effect of COVID-19 pandemic on strategic trade-offs of
manufacturing companies in Bulawayo Metropolitan Province

The findings from the study are with regard to this objective was that
manufacturing companies in Bulawayo were producing homogeneous products
as a way surviving the prevailing economic environment caused by COVID-19
pandemic. Manufacturing companies were doing mass production of products
such as sanitizers as a way of complying with the Government of Zimbabwe’s call
to fight COVID-19 pandemic. Also, manufacturing companies have adopted
a copycat strategy to survive the negative effects of COVID-19 pandemic. In
terms of risk taking, manufacturing companies had resorted to go for higher
risk as a way of realizing higher return.

12.5. Strategies that should be implemented to reduce the negative effects
of COVID- 19 pandemic on corporate strategy of manufacturing
companies in Bulawayo Metropolitan Province

The findings of the study were that manufacturing companies should be
flexible in responding to the market trends in order to avoid suffering losses.
Manufacturing companies should collaborate with the government on the
programs that are implemented to contain the negative effects of COVID-19
pandemic as this opens up other opportunities available in the market.
Manufacturing companies should have coordination mechanisms well in time
before any disaster set-in. This includes establishing a crisis plan before the
crisis happens.

13. RECOMMENDATIONS OF THE STUDY

In view of the findings, the researchers proffer the following recommendations:

13.1. Policy makers

* Create statutes that compels manufacturing companies to establish crisis
plans before any crisis happens.

* Avail funding to subsidise manufacturing companies that collaborate with
the government on programs that are implemented to contain the negative

effects of COVID-19 pandemic.

13.2. Managers of manufacturing companies

* Ensure that companies are flexible in responding to market trends.
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*  Establish crisis plans well in advance.
* Create a coordination mechanism well in time before any disaster set in.

e Collaborate with government on the programs that are implemented to
contain the negative effects of COVID-19 pandemic.
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