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ABSTRACT 
 

The devastation in the wake of the pandemic upon Hispanic business owners in the United States has triggered a 

sense of immediacy that poses a substantial threat to long term operational viability. The primary forces initiated by 

the pandemic, causing havoc in these businesses are low volume of sales, supply chain disruptions, and employee 

health concerns. Many Hispanic small businesses remain in survival mode as they continue to seek immediate relief 

from loans and subsidies mainly from government sources. A graduate student examination of 24 businesses under 

pandemic stresses in the Southeastern region of the US shows the leadership attributes of inspiration, innovation, and 

vision lacking among many of business owners. A re-education of entrepreneurial leadership concepts proved 

valuable as a continuing education topic for members of a statewide Hispanic Chamber of Commerce. Providing 

entrepreneurial leadership training is recommended to salvage the viability of Hispanic businesses as we enter the 

post-pandemic era. 
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1. Introduction 

The impact of small business owners during the first 

months of the pandemic across the United States was 

devastating. Multiple polls conducted during this 

timeframe showed the level of devastation. A survey by 

the National Federation of Independent Business 

survey of its 300,000 membership database and 1172 

responses found that 92% of small businesses were 

negatively impacted by the pandemic, primarily driven 

by low sales, supply chain disruptions, and employee 

health concerns [1]. In another survey of 500 small 

businesses, 90% indicated the coronavirus impacted 

their business, and 43% reported a severe negative 

impact [2].  A third survey administered to 224 Latino-

owned businesses (mostly scaled to $1 million in 

revenues) found that 86% of Latino small business 

owners reported a significant negative impact on their 

operations, with 66% saying they will very likely have 

to close operations if current conditions continue 

beyond six months [3]. In all cases surveyed, the 

industry sectors most affected were accommodations 

and food services, arts, entertainment and recreation, 

and educational services [3] caused by low sales, 

supply chain disruptions, and employee health 

concerns [4]. 

Ironically, before the pandemic, the demographic 

sector of small businesses in the United States with the 

highest growth rate were Hispanics. In fact, during the 

2007-2009 recession, the number of Hispanic 

businesses continued growing, then becoming one of 

the most substantial contributors to restarting the US 

economy [5]. Since 2012, Hispanic businesses became 

the sector with the highest number of startups resulting 

in close to 40% of all minority businesses [6].  Before 

the pandemic, Hispanic businesses employed over 3 

million people with average revenues of $479,413 in 

2019, showing a bright future. Various financial 

institutions noticed a 23% increase in credit 

applications [7]. Sadly, the growth of Hispanic 

businesses that was a strong sector of the growing US 

economy became one of the most damaged by the 

pandemic. 

Unsurprisingly, the distribution of Hispanic 

businesses highly correlates with the geographical 

locations of dense Hispanic communities. For example, 

most Mexican-owned businesses are in the 

Southwestern regions of the United States, whereas a 

significant number of Cuban businesses are in Florida. 

Puerto Rican owned businesses were abundant in 

Florida, New York, and Illinois, whereas Dominican 
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owned businesses were strong in New York. Almost a 

third of all Hispanic businesses are in the major 

metropolitan areas, such as Miami, Los Angeles, New 

York City, Houston, and San Antonio [8]. 

Interestingly, these same locations where Hispanic 

businesses are most concentrated, were also within the 

States most affected by the pandemic [9]. 

As the pandemic expanded throughout Latin 

America, the devastation to small businesses continues. 

The pandemic has already affected small businesses in 

Brazil, which accounts for 99% of Brazil’s business 

sector [10]. Likewise, in Mexico where small business 

represents 80% of the nation’s economic activity 

employing around 1.5 million, an estimated 250,000 

small businesses are expected to close [11]. Some 

preliminary surveys in Colombia have already reported 

a drop of more than 70% in volume of sales and suggest 

that 20% of these businesses will close [12]. Ecuador is 

considered one of the Latin American countries most 

impacted by the pandemic [13]. As the pandemic 

continues to propagate throughout Latin America, 

countries will continue efforts to salvage small 

businesses from its damaging economic consequences 

[14]. 

Understandably, small business owners' immediate 

reaction focused on the crisis at hand. Without the 

volume of sales or customers, with pending expenses 

such as the rent, utilities, suppliers, and unable to fulfill 

payroll, become the top immediate challenges. 

Planning for this level of a crisis was not something 

contemplated in most business plans, so many were 

caught without contingency options. The dependency 

on loans, grants, and other bailouts became a priority. 

A few were able to cope with the crisis, albeit 

haphazardly, but the immediacy of the focus has kept 

business owners trapped within a limited view of their 

opportunities. 

In times of crisis, people look for leadership. Yet 

during informal consultation with distressed small 

businesses, it became evident that an unintended 

consequence of the pandemic was overlooking a 

pathway out of the immediate crisis that would lead to 

not only survivability of the business but also is long 

term viability. Business owners became aware that 

some of their short-term solutions in becoming part of 

the new normal could potentially lead the operations 

away from its initially envisioned track. Hence the 

urgency to re-visit entrepreneurial leadership. 

Although the literature has multiple definitions of 

entrepreneurial leadership, the one that most 

adequately fits current crisis is defined by Harrison et 

al. [15], which is “the ability to anticipate, envision, 

maintain flexibility, and empower others to create 

strategic change as necessary.” In preliminary 

teleconference discussions with other small business 

consultants, the consensus was to modify the 

understanding of the entrepreneurship leadership 

attributes to account for the current mood. 

Accordingly, the “ability to empower others” was 

modified to “ability to communicate empathy to 

employees and customers” and “maintain flexibility” 

was changed to “fostering innovation”. The 

“envisioning” attribute remained since that would help 

entrepreneurs see beyond the immediate crisis. 

To obtain a broader impression beyond just a few 

anecdotal responses, a study was designed to assess the 

relevance of these three entrepreneurial leadership 

attributes on Hispanic businesses using a sample of 24 

employees during their administrative internship and 

offering the ensuing results as a continuing education 

webinar for a Hispanic Chamber of Commerce of a 

mid-eastern US state. Details of the study are presented 

in the next section. 

 

2. Methodology 

Impressions were collected during a graduate 

course on administrative processes where 24 internship 

students working in small business settings were asked 

to post two discussion board assignments, one 

describing the effects of the pandemic on the small 

business they represent and another one on their 

observations on the organization’s ability to innovate 

and visualize its post-pandemic future. These small 

businesses had a minimal of 6 and a maximum of 22 

with an average of 12 employees, where 14 of them 

were bilingual (English-Spanish). The discussion 

board postings were collected in a CANVAS Learning 

Platform over two-weeks during April 2020.  

The main assignment postings for each student were 

analyzed against the modified attributes stemming 

from the Harrison et al. [15] definition of 

entrepreneurial leadership. Hence the “ability to 

empower others” was changed to “ability to 

communicate empathy to employees and customers” 

and “maintain flexibility” was changed to “fostering 

innovation”. The “envisioning” attribute remained 

since that was deemed essential as a path to post-

pandemic viability. The immediacy of the attribute 

“communicate empathy to employees and customers” 

was driven by fears and ensuing precautions from the 

pandemic and was intended to acquiesce and encourage 

a returning of employees and customers to the business 

under the “new normal” [16]. Activities to facilitate 

this attribute include the availability of Personal 

Protective Equipment (PPE), visible signs of proper 

physical distancing, additional hand-washing stations, 

employee training in sanitizing protocols, and visible 

signs that the business was open with the enhanced 

sanitizing procedures.   
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In “maintaining flexibility,” the entrepreneurial 

leader demonstrates the strength and drive to continue 

operations despite the setbacks, [17], in this case, 

obstacles caused by the pandemic. The analogy used to 

illustrate this condition is akin to a marathon, but with 

hurdles. This attribute requires openness to adapt, a 

lively and contagious attitude, and the wisdom to 

recognize unproductive activities that drain valuable 

emotional energy.  

Finally, the entrepreneurial leadership attribute 

called “fostering innovations” ensures a path towards 

viability [18] since pandemic conditions may have 

altered the business’ original nature. Innovation may 

very well take the form of an operational conversion, 

such as from manufacturing clothing to facemasks, 

from alcoholic beverages to sanitizers, from home 

offices to home studios, and from sit-in restaurants to 

take-outs, just to mention a few. Some of these 

innovations are achieved with minimal expense and, 

although may not necessarily be profitable, at least it 

keeps the business alive and suggests new prospects. 

Networking and dialogue are also recommended as 

sources of innovation [19]. 

From the combined narratives of two weeks of 

assignments (i.e., 48 written data points), a word search 

analysis was conducted using “empathy”, 

“innovation”, and “vision” and their synonyms. 

Examples of synonyms for the “empathy” attribute 

included “affinity”, “rapport”, sensitive”, 

“understanding, compassion”, “responsiveness”, and 

“identification”. For “innovation”, words such as 

“creative”, “imaginative”, “ingenious”, “innovational”, 

“inventive” and “original” were used. Finally, for the 

“vision” attribute, terms used were “visualize”, 

“imagine”, “picture”, “long term”, “intention” and 

“foresee”. 

The objective of the word-search method was to 

determine how many of these 48 responses displayed 

all three of the entrepreneurial leadership attributes. 

Having one or two of the attributes was deemed 

insufficient to meet the full intent of entrepreneurial 

leadership. The results were expected to establish to 

what degree exercising entrepreneurial leadership was 

effective or deficient in handling the pandemic effects.   

 

3. Results and discussion 

The word-search analysis from the 48 data clusters 

resulted in finding only three small businesses that had 

addressed all three of the entrepreneurial leadership 

attributes.  As expected, the results showed that most 

of the businesses were deeply focused on the 

immediate, business’s sort-term survivability. In only 3 

of the 24 businesses was there a semblance of 

entrepreneurial leadership, meaning that all three 

attributes were present albeit in different ways. 

The severity of the crisis resulted in many small 

businesses unprepared to relate the circumstances to 

the attributes of entrepreneurial leadership, as 

evidenced by the small businesses surveyed for this 

research project. Under normal conditions, small 

businesses tend to follow the path of their original 

business plan, which addresses all aspects of the 

operations including its opportunities, place in the 

market in relation to competition, suppliers, financials, 

employee planning, facility layout, and may even 

include a 5-year outlook with contingency responses. 

However, the speed and intensity of the current global 

crisis initiated by the pandemic is comparable to the 

Great Depression era and, in many ways, had made 

obsolete prior written business plans [20]. In the era 

before this pandemic, predicting the impact of a global 

crisis on a small business operation and preparing 

accordingly would have been considered an exercise in 

futility. 

One of the outcomes of exercising entrepreneurial 

leadership is creativity and innovation [21]. Research 

shows that businesses that foster innovation have 

higher probabilities of surviving a crisis [22]. The long-

term outcome of strategic leadership seems to have a 

positive effect on innovation and employment during 

difficult times [23]. 

Relevant to the findings of the present study is the 

impact on Hispanic businesses, which prior to the 

pandemic was a strong sector of the growing US 

economy, and now remains one of the most damaged. 

The significance of this sector resides on its overall 

impact to a growing national economy and the scarcity 

of educational resources at their disposal. Prior to the 

pandemic, the demographic sector of small businesses 

in the United States with the highest growth rate was 

Hispanics [5]. Hispanic businesses became the sector 

with the highest number of startups resulting in close to 

40% of all minority businesses [6] and employed over 

3 million people with average entity revenues of 

$479,413 in 2019 [7].  To make matters worse and even 

before the pandemic, there was a shut down in many of 

the resources available to Hispanic Small businesses, 

leaving many of them at that time without ideas on 

what to do and where to go for educational and training 

opportunities [24]. These factors, the lack of a strategic 

focus characteristic of entrepreneurial leadership and 

the already lack of training resources, compounded the 

situation of Hispanic businesses. Hence, by late March 

2020, one survey noted that about 86 percent of 

Hispanic business owners reported a substantial 

negative impact on their businesses by the pandemic 

and nearly two-thirds said they will not be able to 

continue operating beyond six months if the prevalent 

pandemic conditions continued [25]. 
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In further assessing this lack of entrepreneurial 

leadership and the urgency to restore long-term 

thinking and innovation for Hispanic entrepreneurs, a 

continuing education webinar was prepared and 

delivered to small business owners. In coordination 

with the Center for Business Development of a major 

university in the State of Virginia, the State’s Hispanic 

Chamber of Commerce was contacted and were 

persuaded of the need. Accordingly, a 40-minute 

webinar on entrepreneurial leadership was prepared in 

Spanish and delivered to this 350-member network. 

The outcome of this event reinforced the data from the 

present study, which emphasizes the need for education 

and training of entrepreneurial leadership in the 

aftermath of the 2019-2020 pandemic. Participants 

were grateful for learning the tenets of entrepreneurial 

leadership and the urgency of considering a long-term 

perspective in their recovery and re-inventing 

endeavors. 

 

4. Conclusion 

In the wake of a global pandemic, small businesses 

throughout North, Central, and South America have 

frenetically sought to survive, as customers, 

employees, and suppliers disrupt their financial 

stability and growth plans. During times of unforeseen 

crisis, it seems that long-term thinking naturally 

succumbs to the pressures of survivability. Anecdotal, 

interview, and secondary data sources such as those 

provided in the present study indicate this 

phenomenon’s prevalence. Although this immediate 

reaction is understandable, there is evidence that short-

term financial urgencies are overshadowing long-term 

expectations. This trend must be reversed if businesses 

are expected to endure and develop in a post-pandemic 

era. Consequently, leadership education and training 

efforts that offer realistic solutions to an unexpected 

financial crisis are needed to restore endurance and 

viability. 

Even before the pandemic and its aftermath, 

leadership was considered an attribute lacking in most 

entrepreneurs [26]. Under pre-pandemic conditions, 

education and training efforts for small businesses 

would be considered what the military calls a “force 

multiplier”, meaning a factor or combination of factors 

that provide the ability to achieve greater 

accomplishments than without it or them. Training and 

education enhance operational effectiveness and 

affords the sustainability of the business over time.  

Making the time for training and education is 

difficult when entrepreneurs dedicate between 12-14 

hours a day to business operations. Networking with 

other small businesses can heighten a need for 

education and training, especially during a post-

pandemic world, but daily operational demands tend to 

push them as a lower priority [19]. Nevertheless, both 

the long-term thinking inherent to entrepreneurial 

leadership and the short-term survivability of the 

business are essential in responding to a time of crisis 

[27]. 

More now than ever, training and re-education 

programs for entrepreneurial leadership will play a key 

role in re-building, stabilizing, and developing a small 

business under the New Normal. The hope is that the 

results of this study inspire educational institutions in 

the US and Latin America to create “Centers of 

Entrepreneurship Development”—or equivalents—

that encourage close collaboration, research on post-

pandemic small business needs, and provide much-

needed training and educational resources, particularly 

to Hispanic small businesses. 
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