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FOUNDERS, FEMALES, AND THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC: CRISIS RESPONSES OF 

BUSINESS LEADERS 

 

 

Prior research has claimed that founders and managers differ in managing organizational crisis. 

Based on the entrepreneurship and psychology literature, this study investigates leaders’ distinct 

responses to the Covid-19 pandemic. Specifically, we explore potential differences between 

founders and managers’ perception of business challenges and opportunities during a crisis, 

whether they differ in their crisis response actions, and whether gender plays a moderating role. 

Based on a unique empirical dataset analyzing 331 crisis response strategies across founders and 

business leaders in China, our results identify (a) that founders do respond to crises differently 

than managers and (b) that gender plays a critical role. These insights contribute to the literature 

on crisis management and extend prior literature exploring how individual characteristics can 

shape decision-making in organizations.  
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entrepreneurs tend towards a greater propensity for risk and self-efficacy (Chen, Greene, & Crick, 

1998; Stewart & Roth, 2001). From a management perspective, founders have different priorities 

than managers and thus take different managerial decisions (e.g. Abebe & Tangpong, 2018; 
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toward traits that are less associated with those of entrepreneurs. This suggests that how founders 

respond to a crisis may be moderated by their gender. As the number of female managers and 

founders continues to grow (Bonet, Cappelli, & Hamori, in press; Rocha & Van Praag, 2020), 

this, too, becomes an important question during times of uncertainty and crisis.  

In this study, we draw on the psychology and entrepreneurship literatures to examine the 

ways that founders and managers differ in their perceptions and responses to the Covid-19 

pandemic, and further examine how gender may play a moderating role. Based on a unique 

dataset from a survey completed by Chinese founders and business leaders during the Covid-19 

pandemic, we had the rare opportunity to assess business leaders’ decision-making rationale for 

formulating crisis response strategies. Given that China was the first place to experience the 

dangers of the pandemic, no prior information or learning was available to the respondents the 

way it has been to Europeans or North Americans who could look to China for information. This 

avoids the confounds of learning or best practices being available to respondents and represents 

the very first response of business leaders to the pandemic. As such, this context enabled a 

unique opportunity to examine how the characteristics of business leaders affected their 

perceptions and responses to the crises. This study contributes to research on -389()-6(c)4(h)20( )] 
[(()69 
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ventures as a way of responding to that adversity (Williams & Shepherd, 2016b). Indeed, 

founders feel a responsibility to alleviate others’ adversity following a crisis and look for 

opportunities to do so (Williams & Shepherd, 2016a). This notion has also been exemplified 

during the Covid-19 pandemic, in which founders have seized opportunities to earn revenue and 

at the same time help the community by creating ventilators, masks, and hand sanitizer (Abrams, 

2020; Bashir, 2020; McShane, 2020). Hence, we posit the following two hypotheses.   

Hypothesis1a: There will be a negative relationship between founders and perceived 

business challenges stemming from the Covid-19 pandemic. 

Hypothesis 1b: There will be a positive relationship between founders and perceived 

business opportunities stemming from the Covid-19 pandemic. 

 

We expect female founders to perceive greater challenges and opportunities. Females’ 

proclivity toward neuroticism and orderliness (Weisberg, et al., 2011) should result in them 
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Hypothesis 2a: The negative relationship between founders and perceived business 

challenges will be attenuated when the founder is a female 

Hypothesis 2b: The positive relationship between founders and perceptions of business 

opportunities will be strengthened when the founder is a female 

Taking actions in response to the crisis 

Individuals will ultimately choose how to respond to a crisis by considering the resources 

required, as well as the direct and indirect consequences of any actions (Sweeny, 2008). Among 

the various response options available to business leaders, we focus on two competing ones. On 

one hand, business leaders can opt for externally focused responses, concentrating on what the 

business can do to gain new consumers or spur a growth in different markets (Dutton & Jackson, 

1987). These can be represented by actions such as offering new products/services or investing 

in research and development (R&D), for example. On the other hand, business leaders can opt 

for internally focused responses, concentrating on how the firm and its employees are operating 

(Staw, Sandelands, & Dutton, 1981). These can be represented by actions such as improving firm 

tools for telecommunication/teamwork or focusing on employees’ training to meet the new needs 

of the crisis. Naturally, in the context of a business, many types of options can be taken 

simultaneously to tackle the many difficulties the crisis has created. As such, they are not 

mutually exclusive. However, owing to their differences, we argue that founders should be more 

likely than managers to opt for externally focused responses and less likely to opt for internally 

focused responses.  

When evaluating a response, minimizing the resources required is a key consideration 

(Edwards, 1954). Given that the founder started the venture from scratch and successfully 

developed it into a successful business, he or she may believe that the resources required of an 
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Hypothesis 3b: There will be a negative relationship between founders and internally 

focused business responses to the Covid-19 pandemic 

 

Female founders, on the other hand, should opt for a more internally focused response 

and less for an externally focused response. Females’ lower tendency towards industriousness 

than men and greater tendencies towards neuroticism and agreeableness – the latter including 

compassion as a main aspect (Costa, et al., 2001; Weisberg, et al., 2011) – suggest they may 

focus primarily on the internal negative effects of the pandemic and how it may be affecting the 

employees. Indeed, 
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Hypothesis 4b: The negative relationship between founders and internally focused 
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considered in the questions posed to respondents. Regarding challenges, two major effects of the 

pandemic on businesses were a disruption to their operations/ processes, and the move toward 

employees working from home. Prior research has noted that a disruption or unexpected change 

to a firm’s operations and planning can have harmful effects for a firm leading to a breakdown in 

the cohesion of a firm’s management and stasis in decision-making (e.g. Ballinger & Marcel, 

2010). Similarly, research suggests that, when employees are not co-located, challenges can arise 

because planning and execution of tasks can take longer, managing employees is more difficult, 

and because non-physical cues and rapport among employees suffer (e.g. Bonet & Salvador, 

2017). Based on these literatures, respondents were asked four questions about their perceived 

challenges stemming from a) delayed business operations and planning, b) disruption to existing 

management processes, c) difficulties in managing employees through telecommunication, and d) 

difficulties for teamwork (each coded as ‘yes’ = 1; ‘no’ = 0). These questions were then 

combined into a composite measure called composite business challenges which had a range of 0 

to 4.  

Regarding their perceived opportunities, prior research suggests that crises can be 

perceived as presenting two types of opportunities. The first is an opportunity to mitigate the 

effect of current or future negative events (Brockner & James, 2008). As a way to mitigate 

negative outcomes, leaders can perceive a crisis as an opportunity for organizational learning to 

be used in future crises (James, et al., 2011) or as an opportunity to implement change to avoid 

further or future vulnerabilities (Brockner & James, 2008). The second type of opportunity is the 

chance to introduce initiatives to make positive outcomes more likely. These include the 

implementation of new systems or technologies or entrance into new markets that either emerge 

from the crisis or become easier to enter (Brockner & James, 2008). As such, respondents were 
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and 106 (32%) were female. There were 44 (26%) female founders. Table 2 presents the main 

results of the OLS regression analyses.
1
 

As evident in Model 2, there was a negative relationship between founders and perceived 

business challenges stemming from the Covid-19 pandemic (ß=-0.405, p=0.044) and this effect 

was weakened when the founder is a female (ß=0.941, p<0.001), thus supporting hypotheses 1a 

and 2a. As evident in Model 4, results did not support hypotheses 1b, that there will be a positive 

relationship between founders and perceived business opportunities stemming from the Covid-19 

pandemic. In fact, there appears to be a negative relationship (ß=-0.466, p<0.017). However, the 
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opportunities, and ultimately what crisis response actions they take. While founders are related to 

perceptions of fewer challenges and a tendency not to take internally focused actions, it appears 

to be their gender that plays the most important role. Interestingly, female founders were related 

to a greater perception of both challenges and opportunities and took both internally and 

externally focused actions. As such, these results support notions presented by the popular press 

that female leaders may have qualities that make for better leaders during crises (Champoux-

Paillé & Croteau, 2020). Female leaders appear to be more sensitive to the environment and 
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understand the role that information, learning, and comparison with others has in leaders’ crisis 

responses (Sweeny, 2008). Nevertheless, we believe that this study offers an important 

contribution to research on business leaders’ crisis responses, and specifically to much needed 

research on the responses of business leaders to the Covid-19 pandemic.  

 In short, examining the characteristics of a business’ leader can offer important insights 

into how a business ultimately responds to a crisis. As we demonstrate, two important 

characteristics of a leader are the founder status and gender. As such, we contribute to a further 

understanding of crisis responses and hope that this will spur future research in this area.  
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Table 1. Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations of Variables 

Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15

1.   Composite business challenges 1.69 1.08 1

2
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Table 2. OLS estimates of various responses to the Covid-19 pandemic 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 


