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Abstract: The economic specialties caused by the global coronavirus pandemic completely changed
everyday life regarding certain sectors. For the small and medium enterprises, processing during
the pandemic held several significant challenges, such as: cost-efficient operations, hardship of
keeping employees, efficient management of innovation and various corporate activities, keeping
the customers, etc. Many enterprises saw severe damages indirectly from the coronavirus pandemic,
as society itself had its habits significantly changed, thereby necessitating changes in strategy for
small and medium enterprises, most notably for local service providers and producers that have no
delivery service. In order to solve the issue at hand, several governments tried applying a variety of
solutions—mostly by financing the enterprises in question. The goal of the authors is to understand
the current operation of innovation initiatives that small and medium enterprises have post-COVID-
19, and to obtain a clear view on changes in marketing habits. Furthermore, the analysis concentrates
on the following: the state of family SMEs dealing in foodstuffs, and how to create a future view
for such members of the sector by identifying best practices. Using data collected during 2020 and
2021, and employing descriptive statistics and a conjoint analysis, the authors wished to see how the
coronavirus pandemic affected SMEs, detect the changes in their marketing and innovation policy
due to the pandemic, and help them create core business strategy via consumer feedback. Authors
found that SMEs had to innovate by 2021 beyond their 2019 expectations, and that customers had
partially validated their endeavors through their answers.

Keywords: SME; foodstuffs; family enterprise; sustainability; SME innovation; marketing strategy;
coronavirus

1. Introduction

The effects of the coronavirus pandemic were unexpected across the globe, and caused
both the economy and society to undergo significant changes in response to its pressure
on our everyday lives. The most notable effect of the coronavirus on society and national
economies worldwide is uncertainty—the situation was unexpected for the global commu-
nity, and handling it caused issues for a wide variety of actors across society. Caggiano et al.
showed that the uncertainty of the coronavirus pandemic not only caused global shock, it
had direct effects on, for example, industrial production, reducing it by 14% worldwide [1].
Similarly, Baker et al. reviewed the coronavirus pandemic’s effects on the financial world,
and concluded that not only were the effects of the coronavirus pandemic on financial
markets intense, the volatility of financial markets went as far as to overtake the recent
global economic depression’s volatility in terms of extremity [2]. Beside uncertainty, a wide
array of other problems also arose—due to the quarantine period, many laborers lost their
work, and several industries, most notably tourism and catering, suffered a severe hit in
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business. Further areas that suffered specific impacts from the coronavirus pandemic are
almost too many to count; they have faced new challenges due to the unexpected change
in situation. Political communication and politics had to engineer a fine balance between
intervention and political security [3]. Healthcare and related industries had to deal with
significant pressure due to the changes in people’s everyday lives [4]. Transport had to
sustain the mobility of the population in increasingly high-pressure circumstances [5].
Public services such as electric energy supply had to deal with unexpected loads due to
the quarantine measures [6], and due to the post-treatment economic incentives, emission
management and clean technology development will have significant increases in pres-
sure [7]. Considering the impacts of COVID-19 on the aforementioned and more, and
looking at the employment structure in Hungary, it is reasonable to say that the sector
most impacted by the coronavirus pandemic is the sector of small and medium enterprises.
Hungary is similar to other European Union countries in the sense that the SME sector is
the one employing the vast majority of those in employment in the private sector. However,
mostly due to size constraints, SMEs are more severely affected by impacts on business that
have less of an effect on large enterprises. Albeit the coronavirus pandemic also opened
opportunities when it comes to rationalizing SME management, it is overall not contested
that the negatives on the economy outweigh the positives. For example, Tavares et al. argue
that the coronavirus pandemic and its impact brought forth the necessity of teleworking,
and recommend companies to rethink their approach to it [8]. Contrary to the argument of
Tavares et al., Azevedo et al. state that digitization as a barrier is a heavy issue for SMEs in
Europe. Competitiveness itself is compromised without them, yet many decision-makers
simply discard opportunities related to it, mainly due to the necessary skill and competency
ceiling, and most notably entry costs [9]. In a context highly disadvantageous to the SME
sector, the coronavirus pandemic can be a lethal issue, which is why it is necessary to search
for opportunities for improvement as much as possible. Furthermore, since the SME sector
has more budget constraints than the large enterprise sector, it is advantageous to find
solutions for upcoming issues that are as cost-efficient as possible.

Instead of launching large investment projects to preserve or improve competitiveness,
it is therefore better to rationalize and extend already existing protocols and methods to cut
costs, and, at the same time, increase income. However, is it possible to do so unless the
business conforms to the changes in environment?

Most SMEs were not capable of cutting costs and increasing income at the same time.
A prime example is the group of family SMEs, which had even more severe constraints
than most other SMEs. These firms are highly vulnerable to the effects of the coronavirus
pandemic, and are, in general, lacking in the knowhow and capability for alleviating
them [10]. For family SMEs, it is imperative to obtain said knowhow, and to have a clear
idea about how they can survive a crisis such as the coronavirus pandemic. Therefore, it
is highly important to place the enterprise in a context where the coronavirus pandemic
becomes a problem they can solve using their resources at hand.

The first and foremost aim of the study was to help the SMEs in the food sector to
create a business and marketing strategy perspective, which can help them deal with the
consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic in the future. To fulfill this aim, it was also
necessary to map the accommodation processes of the food SMEs to the consequences of
the restrictive COVID-19 measures, so this study also gives an insight into the changes in
the marketing and innovation processes.

Relating to the abovementioned aim, the main research question was: did the family
SMEs’ innovation and marketing policy shift due to the coronavirus pandemic? If it did
shift, how did it shift, specifically? Was the shift in policy successful? Authors considered
these points, and conducted research on the Hungarian economy, trying to validate the
perspectives for Hungary and its family SMEs, the food sector, and the SME sector.

In order to answer the research questions, a literature review was first performed.
In this frame, we investigated the most relevant part of the literature, namely, the eco-
nomic situation of the family SMEs, the marketing, and finally the innovation processes
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characterizing them. On the basis of the literature analysis, authors realized that many
publications are occupied with the economic effect of the COVID-19 pandemic, but there is
a lack of publications dealing with the impact of the pandemic on SMEs’ innovation and
marketing strategy in Hungary. In Section 3, the research material is presented; the value
of the analysis lies in the time difference and not in the representativeness. In order to
validate the supply side’s claims on the conclusions of the coronavirus pandemic from the
demand side, a conjoint analysis was performed which yielded interesting and important
practical results.

2. Overview of Literature
2.1. Family SMEs in the Coronavirus Pandemic

The coronavirus pandemic has affected small and medium enterprises heavily, espe-
cially in regions where the enterprise sector is a significant pillar of the economy. Due to the
quarantine measures that most countries were forced to take, potential consumers stayed at
home. This resulted in revenue otherwise flowing towards small and medium enterprises
becoming lost to the sector, whereas both the production volumes and the demand side of
the economy heavily fluctuated due to it [11]. Polish research by Grondys et al. suggests
that the main risks the SME sector had to deal with due to the coronavirus pandemic were
the effects of competition gaining an increased weight due to the demand side’s fluctuation
as mentioned, and the general lack of revenue due to decreasing business [12]. Such signifi-
cant sources of risk were identified in several other fields as well: apart from the economic
crisis, a significant social crisis also began. Several worldwide examples showed that these
crises related to the rapid changes in environment due to the coronavirus pandemic nega-
tively impacted the SME sector as well [13]. It was also shown that not only economic and
human issues, but management issues were either discovered or strengthened during the
coronavirus pandemic—such examples are digitization [14], integration into local supply
chains and cross-enterprise relations [15], and sustainability, one notable example of which
is the adoption of green information systems and related elements [16]. These management
issues also have an indirect effect on the survivability of SMEs during the coronavirus
pandemic. The insufficiency, which was masked by the strong points of business as usual
(BAU), was magnified, thereby resulting in a noticeable vulnerability for SMEs. This caused
fields that would not necessarily have caused enterprises issues earlier to become more of a
source of everyday issues. Cai and Luo therefore propose that improvement in such fields,
especially digitization, could also improve SME performance and survivability in the SME
sector—they portrayed such an effect on SMEs related to manufacturers [17]. Doyle and
Cosgrove also refer to digitization, and state that it has a strong positive impact not only on
properly imparting sustainability practice in the enterprise environment of SMEs, but also
serving as a strong counterbalance against the uncertainty mentioned earlier [18]. Further
reasoning for suppression of uncertainty lies in increasing general stability, improving the
overall precision of forecasts and increasing adaptability in the midst of a volatile crisis, and
making the context of the enterprise more detailed for the design of corporate policy. The
impact of the coronavirus pandemic, however, caused the enterprises to have a significantly
smaller area of opportunity in terms of, for example, digitization, which, in turn, caused
the enterprises in question to have reduced dimensions of opportunities when employing it
as well [19]. This caused insufficiencies for implementing it to counter other issues related
to it as well.

Overall, the high vulnerability and the low adaptability of SMEs were both proven by
the fact that the coronavirus pandemic caused this segment a large number of problems.
Especially for family SMEs, which are generally trending towards the small and micro-
enterprise size, the economic and management shock was palpable. For small enterprises
in general, effectiveness and sustainability are crucial, requiring a wide arrange of consider-
ations [20]. For logistical coherence especially, SMEs had to have an increasing consistency
in effectiveness, most notably shown by the supply chain issues in the food sector.
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2.2. The Food Sector in the Coronavirus Pandemic

There were a multitude of sectors that were impacted due to the coronavirus pandemic,
but one of the most notable examples was the foodstuffs sector. According to Aigbedo, the
agriculture and foodstuffs sector suffered a harsher unemployment rate than during the
2008 Economic Depression, which was, to date, an unrivalled economic depression in the
new millennium [21]. The main reason for this is the change in customer behavior, attestable
to the coronavirus pandemic and its related quarantine measures. People in general started
to avoid the food service industry due to the high chance of contracting the infection, and
instead moved towards the food retail industry, as it necessitates fewer occasions where
they need to share the same space with potentially infected people. Therefore, supply
chains in the industry also had to change their patterns to adapt to the new situation, with
a multitude of actions. Such actions include changing package sizes, offering discounts
for mass-bought ingredients and foodstuffs, or other similar methods [22]. The general
security in the sector is imperative due to the external effects as well. If there is a pandemic
situation causing a quarter of the workforce employed in the agriculture and food sector to
be unavailable, a global famine could immediately begin [23]. Though such an explosive
situation did not happen, there have been issues related to it. This was apparent in the
practice of over-purchasing during the early days of the quarantine, caused by people not
trusting the supply to hold out, and searching for new procurement sources to alleviate
heightened demand [24]. Therefore, preserving the strength of the supply chains turned
out to be a very important undertaking in order to alleviate the impact of the coronavirus
pandemic. Research indicates that the issues were very specific to the region of the supply
chain—for example, analysis into the meat market suggested that the target countries
of China, Russia, and the United States all had very different issues and implementable
solutions. They established central economic support systems for railway transport, cold
storage support, and distribution acceleration, respectively, showing that for various
supply chains in the agriculture and food sector, the coronavirus pandemic caused tailored
problems [25]. This view is further supported by the most notable issues highlighted by
research in other countries—in the case of India, Memon et al. suggest that health and safety
protocols should be introduced on the level of the individual, beyond official institutes
regulating related risks through already established protocols [26]. Whelan et al. noted the
impact caused by the government’s communication and media information contributing to
“empty shelves”, while general lack of usual products and other various factors contributed
to the increase in community fears and discomfort [27]. However, apart from specific issues,
there were several key issues identified in relation to SMEs in the agriculture and food
sector, and their issues were related to the coronavirus pandemic from the perspective
of supply chains. These include, most notably, internal communication and adaptation
issues, a general lack of alternative partners in the procurement of ingredients and lack of
distributors, and quality-management-related issues, partly attributable to the issues in
procuring materials [28].

The agriculture and food sector are therefore impacted from several points, most
of which relate to the changes in the supply chain due to the coronavirus pandemic.
Furthermore, while not related to the current research, it is important to note the strong
connection between the agriculture and food sector’s hospitality industry and the tourism
industry. Due to the quarantine measures, and the nature of the crisis in question, the
coronavirus pandemic, it suffered an even heavier blow, causing a backlash on especially
the small and medium enterprises often considered sources of local specialties through
their strong locality. This further contributed to the crisis, having heavy impact on the
sectors in question.

2.3. SME Marketing Practice during the Coronavirus Pandemic

One of the best methods to alleviate the effects of the crisis is changing the enterprise’s
marketing perspective. SMEs are not too involved in marketing as a field of expertise specif-
ically. In Hungary, several studies showed that most SMEs do not even conduct specific
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marketing, which, prior to the coronavirus pandemic, did not result in harsh backlash on the
revenue of the enterprises in question. This, however, also changed during the coronavirus
pandemic, most notably due to the changes in consumer preferences, following the changes
in their everyday lives. Following these changes in perspective and adapting to them was
imperative in surviving the coronavirus pandemic—enterprises with better adaptability
were proven more successful in surviving the impact of the coronavirus pandemic [29].
Czainska et al. suggest that coronavirus, being a global crisis, requires a strongly extensive
approach as well. This supports the previous example: in their study, they recommended
market differentiation processes and extending marketing campaigns, in addition to classic
marketing tools such as discounts, special offers, and price management, as well as market
research in order to decrease the impact of the coronavirus pandemic; furthermore, they
generally recommended an increase of the budget spent for marketing purposes [30]. An
example of the opposite can be found in the study of Priyono et al., who state that for
SMEs, the digitization state of enterprises has a direct effect on them being able to take
opportunities for further digital innovation. The less developed digitally an enterprise
is, the more risks in advancing further functions towards digitization, supported by their
example of digitizing the sales function, and the suitability for online marketing. They
find digitization important because of the extra revenue generated, which they consider
the divider between continued operations and business failure [31]. Juergensen et al also
consider the effects of changes in marketing—in their study, they note that a renewal of
policy is a strong asset for SMEs, and marketing innovation is a possible tool in policy
shift [32]. Akpan et al. also support this claim, stating that the coronavirus pandemic
caused a “new normal” to emerge, where adaptation of advanced solutions will help
preserve competitiveness. The example that they give for such an advanced solution in the
field of marketing is the better product design and marketing sustained by analyzing smart
product information sourced from Industry 4.0, post-sale services, and online social net-
work data [33]. Specifically in the field of the food sector, we could see a tendency to refuse
marketing-related innovation prior to the coronavirus pandemic. Butu et al. concluded
from research into Romania’s local producers that they do not have sufficient incentive in
marketing to diversify into online presence going beyond Facebook, as they have deemed
that this is enough for their organizational goals [34]. These producers, however, later had
to “innovate their marketing strategies”, according to Butu et al., which means they were
similarly impacted by the effects of the coronavirus pandemic, and found similar solutions.
Szalavetz further expands on this issue, stating that such online marketing possibilities
were mostly beyond small-scale producers, as their technological knowhow is generally
low, thereby blocking them from adequate innovation in the field, adding further stress
to the food sector’s SMEs [35]. Adam and Alarifi also suggest that during crises like the
coronavirus pandemic, innovation of marketing and communication can give a competitive
edge to SMEs, based on their research in Saudi Arabia [36]. Islam et al. came to the same
conclusion in Bangladesh, citing that in spite of its agricultural development in recent years,
the coronavirus pandemic caused not only a supply chain and marketing crisis, but even
a production crisis in local agriculture [37]. Several other examples from other countries,
with similar results from Indonesia [38], through Iran [39], to Spain [40], suggest that the
conclusion regarding the marketing innovation process giving an edge to competitiveness
during the coronavirus pandemic is globally applicable.

2.4. SME Innovation Practice during the Coronavirus Pandemic

Marketing innovation is not the only suggested form of innovation; however, the
innovation of other fields also has a significant effect on the competitiveness of SMEs
amidst the hardships of the coronavirus pandemic [29]. As an example, new product
innovation can have a significant difference according to Iqbal et al., who analyzed scientific
results of a large number of related peer-reviewed research studies [41]. Another segment
of innovation, green initiatives, is also one such innovational field. Those investing are
offered opportunities for increasing competitiveness and revenue, due to their dual nature
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in aiming to complete environmental and economic goals at the same time [42]. Their
research is further supported by Rochedo et al., who went even further and questioned
if green initiatives are even enough beyond the coronavirus pandemic; however, they
explicitly stated the advantageous nature of such innovation [7]. Fodor et al. expand on
the idea, and determine soft and hard skills related to green innovation in the midst of
the coronavirus pandemic, in order to strengthen competency-based support for green
initiatives in the labor market through higher education [43]. In conclusion, the wider
the array of scientific research into innovation and its uses in boosting all manner of
indicators related to economic and social development, the more it suggests that the fields
of application are increasing. Gregurec et al. stress the general importance of innovation
during the coronavirus pandemic in sustainable business models as well—they consider
innovation to be a target process that has significant influence in the sustainability of an
SME’s business model, and support innovation in the strengthening of business models
according to their research findings [44]. Peláez et al. go a step further, and state that the
coronavirus pandemic—albeit having significant social impact, and as a global health crisis—
became a driving force behind innovation and digitization, even while causing indirect
risks to health through them, characterized by the occupational risks of the quarantine
period [45]. Pu et al. consider innovation to be a driving force in SME growth supported by
sustainability initiatives, and even suggest government support as a catalyst to increasing
the efficiency of the innovation process to boost economy and SME growth [46].

To summarize, SME innovation is considered a strong opposing force to the economic
and organizational effects of the coronavirus pandemic.

3. Materials and Methods

This article consists of three separate research materials.
The first research material’s data were collected during August 2019, where semi-

structured deep interviews were conducted with four family small and medium enterprises
of the foodstuffs industry. This background research was then used to complete a ques-
tionnaire, which was used to collect data from 46 family SMEs referred by the participants
of the interviews from the same economic area of Northeastern Hungary—all enterprises’
data were supplied by either the executive in charge of the enterprise, or a spokesperson
with access to relevant, necessary data. The sample selection was arbitrary. In total, 24 of
the 46 family SMEs are restaurants, 9 are eateries, 8 are subsistence homesteads, and 5 are
otherwise related to the local foodstuffs production or wholesale chains. These research
materials were then used as a basis for the second research material.

The second research was necessary because of the pandemic situation, in order to
reveal the changes. This second research was conducted with the same circle of family
SMEs during early-to-mid 2021, in which interview participants commented shortly on
their operations during the coronavirus pandemic. The participants of the questionnaire
from the first research—if they were still operating—were asked to provide data from
the interval in question. In total, 11 foodstuffs small and medium enterprise SMEs of the
original 46 went out of business during the coronavirus pandemic and 35 SMEs remained.
Table 1 below shows the differences between the 2019–2020 and 2021 samples.

Table 1. Differences between 2019–2020 and 2021 samples. Source: self-made.

Sample 2019–2020 2021

Interview participants 4 4
Questionnaire participants 46 35
Restaurants in the sample 24 17

Eateries in the sample 9 7
Subsistence homesteads in the sample 8 8

Other members of the foodstuffs
supply chain in the sample 5 4



Sustainability 2022, 14, 2914 7 of 17

Most of the participants that went out of business in the sample were restaurants,
which was the consequence of the restrictive measures affecting mostly the tourism and
catering industries. Apart from the two eateries, one enterprise that conducts the procure-
ment of ingredients for community catering went out of business, likely due to the decline
of demand during the quarantine period in local governance.

The third research data were collected during September 2021, which were used for
a conjoint analysis in order to validate the supply side’s claims on the conclusions of the
coronavirus pandemic from the demand side. Conjoint analysis is a widely used method in
behavioral research [47]. Choice-based conjoint analysis (CBA) is a multivariate analysis
used to evaluate respondents’ decisions about multi-attribute choices to estimate individual
utility function [48]. Individuals make decisions and tradeoffs between competing sets of
attributes to select their most preferred option [49]. Conjoint analysis can create a realistic
decision model by creating an environment similar to the process that real consumers
choose from in the market [50]. CBA can effectively analyze choices in a sophisticated
decision-making situation [51]. According to this, the authors decided to employ the full
profile conjoint analysis method, which presumably offered a closer estimation of the
preferences of consumers regarding innovation in general in the foodstuffs industry.

The participants in the conjoint analysis were clients referred by the enterprises, on an
invitation basis. All participants were asked to participate in the research online and/or
on the phone. Data collection was conducted during September 2021. The research ended
with 152 participants supplying data.

The conjoint analysis focused on the purchase preferences of the participants re-
lated to opportunities for online interaction with the enterprise, the nature of the enter-
prise’s products and services, and the nature of the enterprise’s organizational outline and
processes used.

The authors chose the full profile methodology of conjoint analysis; therefore, the
participants were offered purchase choices, which they had to evaluate based on how
desirable the choice was to them, on a 1–5 standard scale. Participants were asked to keep
two things in mind while answering: to refrain from evaluating a purchase choice based
on external factors not provided in the choice option itself, and to keep the coronavirus
pandemic and its effects perceived by them in mind while rating.

The goals of the conjoint analysis were to obtain conclusions about the changes in
the demand side’s trends related to the coronavirus pandemic. The conjoint analysis was
conducted with 152 participants, nominated by the still operating SMEs from their clients.
The participants were asked to participate online, and the results were analyzed using the
IBM SPSS Statistics 27 program pack. The conjoint analysis is not part of the SPSS program
pack, however. Therefore, authors applied the analysis through the Syntax SPSS option.

All data obtained and processed were collected anonymously, and usage of data was
in accordance with agreed upon guidelines.

4. Results

Results of the research analyses below will be presented by their research date. In this
way, 2021 research results will refer back to the 2019–2020 research where applicable.

On the basis of the 2019–2020 research, the habits related to choice of marketing
platform can be determined. The authors assumed the importance of the question—from
the perspective of innovation management—is in modernizing. However, based on the
answers given by the interview participants, it was not possible to determine if this as-
sumption is correct. In the enterprise inherited for several generations, earlier executive
generations already had an established methodology for marketing, and the current gener-
ation did not show any will to diverge from the earlier method. As for the first-generation
enterprises, modern solutions were already present when the enterprises were established.
The remaining enterprise had no intention of conducting specific marketing processes, as
they are specialized for local clientele through connections.
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The questionnaire showed a general preference for modern marketing platforms,
notably mobile applications and social media. In total, 21 of the enterprises (46%) stated
that they completely prefer online marketing platforms and methods, to the point that
they do not even need offline methods of marketing. Another 12 enterprises (26%) stated
that they have both online and offline presence and they use both traditional and modern
marketing platforms and methods. The two groups together show that more than two-
thirds of the enterprises have some form of modern marketing tool or platform presence.
Most of the remaining enterprises noted that they have plans to appear online and use
modern marketing methods—9 enterprises (20%) said that they have already made steps
towards establishing a presence in the online space, or will soon do so. Merely 4 enterprises
(9%) noted that they have no plans to establish social media presence or modernize their
marketing toolset. Figure 1 below shows a summary of participants’ answers.
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Figure 1. Attitudes towards online marketing processes in the 2019–2020 questionnaire; n = 46,
source: self-made.

The scope of planned innovation among the enterprises in the participant sample was
also analyzed.

Interviews yielded results which can be said to be inversely proportional to the number
of family generations at the helm of the enterprise: the first-generation enterprises not only
offered examples of products and services that could be improved, they also mentioned
organization specifics they wish to change, and process innovation initiatives. These
generally came from issues during enterprise growth, and could attest to the malleable
structure of a starting or young enterprise. The second-generation enterprise would not
have started to innovate organizational structure or theory applied, most likely due to
the active role of the first generation managing such issues during the early days of the
enterprise. The enterprise handed down through multiple generations wished to initiate
product innovation specifically, using the innovation scheme they inherited along with
the enterprise.

The survey showed that the overall majority brought up examples of product innova-
tion (this was the dominant opinion among the enterprises dealing with craft foodstuffs),
but more than half of those aiming to conduct product innovation also showed incentive to
conduct process innovation as well (which was the dominant opinion among restaurants).
Organization innovation was not quite as popular, whereas service innovation mainly came
from the nature of the enterprise (the incentive to innovate enterprise processes existed
almost exclusively among restaurants and eateries, where services are a vital component to
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the enterprise process scheme). No enterprises noted that they do not intend to innovate.
Figure 2 shows the innovation incentives of the enterprises.
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Figure 2. Planned types of innovation in the 2019–2020 questionnaire; n = 46, source: self-made.

The 2021 research results consist of two parts: first, the enterprises that were still
present in spite of the coronavirus pandemic were asked to comment on the 2019–2020
research results and contribute additional data to offer insight into their operations during
the coronavirus pandemic.

The 2021 research aimed to understand the changes in marketing platform usage and
its effect on organizational performance. In order to facilitate a better understanding of
this, enterprises were also asked to contribute financial data in the form of expenditures on
marketing processes and changes in income. Data were given in quarter year increments,
and organized into percentages based on data of the same quarter during 2019. Table 2
below summarizes these percentages, while Figure 3 shows the trends on a chart.

Table 2. Enterprise online marketing expenditures and enterprise income, by quarter year, in percent-
ages. Source: self-made.

Enterprise 2020 Q1
(Cost/Income)

2020 Q2
(Cost/Income)

2020 Q3
(Cost/Income)

2020 Q4
(Cost/Income)

2021 Q1
(Cost/Income)

2020 Q2
(Cost/Income)

Went online
22.5% 25% 28.7% 36% 31% 29%

20.4% 26% 34% 44.2% 41% 40%

Already online
21% 19.7% 23% 26.1% 26% 22.3%

18% 11.2% 13% 7.2% 10% 18%

Offline (income) 11% −8% 3% −14% −3% 12%
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During the 2021 research, 29 enterprises’ executives (83%) stated that their enterprise
had to either appear in online marketing, or had to significantly increase their presence and
strengthen expenditures towards, most notably, social media. It is important to note that
there is no correlation between those refusing online presence in the 2019–2020 enterprises
and the enterprises that were discontinued by 2021, which suggests that there is no relation
between the two groups. Family SMEs that established an online presence were able to
increase profits even at the cost of increased expenditures, whereas those that strengthened
their presence and increased marketing-related expenditures in the online space were also
able to obtain benefits (note that this assumption is based on the SMEs’ own calculations).
Another key point to note is how those that established an online presence had more
significant results, which is likely due to reaching new customers. As clearly shown by
the enterprises that refused to appear online, those advertising online managed to avoid
greater losses in both cases. The enterprises refusing to establish an online presence were
mostly aided by local community efforts and subsidies. None of the other enterprises
reported having to obtain loan funding.

Moreover, as seen during early 2021, the restarting economy (and most notably the
discontinuation of quarantine regulations) offered a great opportunity for enterprises that
were more exposed to the effects of the coronavirus pandemic to generate more revenue.
Another cause for this economic activity is that the populace, which had to undergo
quarantine for a long time, had more initiative to spend and had more disposable income
as they could not spend at their usual rate due to fewer opportunities caused by a lack of
offline social life events.

Mapping of the coronavirus effect on planned innovation activities was also an im-
portant aim of the research. In terms of the assumptions that could be drawn from the
2019–2020 research, the 2021 research yielded the expected results. Nearly all of the enter-
prises, 31 in total (89%), noted that they began process innovation as a coping mechanism
against the effects of the coronavirus pandemic on the usual business process. Most no-
table innovation targets for the process innovation were introducing different production
methods, delivery service rationalization or establishing of delivery service, and eight enter-
prises (23%) also reported establishing packet point partnerships for fresh produce (which
was mostly, but not exclusively, relevant for the subsistence homesteads). Six enterprises
(17%) noted that they restructured logistics and warehousing as well. It is important to note
that 17 enterprises (49%) already had delivery services, but almost all of them reported that
they changed it in some way due to the effects of the coronavirus pandemic.
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Results of the Conjoint Analysis

A conjoint analysis was conducted to obtain results from the demand side, gaining
more relevant knowledge about the coronavirus pandemic’s effect on the family SMEs
related to foodstuffs. The importance of the demand side lies in the perception towards
the changes on the supply side. Only changes that are in line with shifts in demand can
be successful, especially in the long-term, which is why the authors decided to use the
demand side to validate their findings on the supply side. It is also important to note
that the demand side and the supply side may have different points of interest when
deliberating their perspective on the same change of an enterprise. The closer the gap
between the two is, the more efficient the changes made, and the better the demand side’s
satisfaction, the more advantageous the changes are.

Conjoint analysis was the choice of the authors in order to reduce the pressure of the
coronavirus pandemic as a topic. In order to facilitate a test to both evaluate and validate
the choices made by the SMEs in changing their methods for reaching their customers, the
authors determined a method which will induce customers to make choices based on the
changes in their perception that will remind them of the pandemic, which was preferred to
one that would influence their choices because of the pandemic. This criterion is satisfied by
the conjoint analysis method, and according to authors’ expectations, could safely remove
the excessive impact of the coronavirus pandemic on the analysis.

The conjoint analysis used the attributes of reach and innovation form, the latter of
which was considered separately for product and service, and organization and process
pairs. Levels by attribute were two-tiered, levels for reach were in person and online,
whereas levels for the product and service and organization and process pairs were innova-
tive and traditional. The resulting eight levels were used to create an orthogonal design of
eight separate cards, which fulfils the criteria of a conjoint analysis in the SPSS Statistics
program pack. Examples were provided to the participants to facilitate understanding of
the various combinations of levels. Table 3 below shows the summary of the cards available
for participants to evaluate.

Table 3. Summary of orthogonal designs used for conjoint analysis. Source: self-made.

Card Reach Service/
Product

Organization/
PROCESS

Summary of the Example
Provided

Card 1 Online Traditional Traditional Applying for “pick it yourself” fruit purchase

Card 2 Personal Traditional Traditional Restaurant order from digital menu

Card 3 Personal Innovative Innovative Pre-order of processed foodstuff

Card 4 Online Innovative Innovative Webshop food order with delivery

Card 5 Online Traditional Innovative Ordering food supplement through phone

Card 6 Personal Traditional Innovative Placing order for foreign spice mixture with
delivery in the shop

Card 7 Online Innovative Traditional Ordering through a net waiter application

Card 8 Personal Innovative Traditional Running sushi restaurant

Results showed that data of the conjoint analysis were usable to analyze preferences.
Although correlation values had slight deviation from statistical significance (p = 0.069),
most likely a result of the size of the sample being slightly small for the 8-card conjoint
analysis, due to relatively good statistical correlation between observed and estimated
preferences (Pearson’s R = 0.573; Kendall’s tau = 0.429), the conclusion of the analysis can
be accepted in the context of the analysis. Standard error of partial utilities was relatively
low, at 0.182. Table 4 shows summarized data on the answers of the 152 participants.
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Table 4. Summary of participant answers; n = 152, 1–5 favorability scale. Source: self-made.

Card Average Deviation Coefficient of Variation Conclusion Based on CeV Compared to Avg and Dev

Card 1 2.99 1.24 0.41 Low favorability, low consistency

Card 2 3.30 1.32 0.40 Low favorability, low consistency

Card 3 3.61 0.96 0.27 Average favorability, high consistency

Card 4 3.97 1.22 0.31 High favorability, low consistency

Card 5 3.38 1.18 0.35 Average favorability, low consistency

Card 6 4.07 0.93 0.23 High favorability, high consistency

Card 7 4.47 0.80 0.18 Very high favorability, high consistency

Card 8 3.25 0.85 0.26 Low favorability, high consistency

As seen in the table, cards 6 and 7 were the variants that had the highest popularity
(placing an order for a delivery in the shop; using a net waiter application), whereas the
lowest popularity was given to cards 1 and 2 (applying online for a “pick it yourself” fruit
wholesale; completing order through digital menu in restaurant). The lowest consistency
was also given to cards 1 and 2, however, which means that while they are overall the
most unpopular among participants, the opinions on it also differed the most, whereas the
highest consistency similarly showed up for cards 6 and 7, which means their position (and
them being the most popular choices) was also the least contested. Results also suggest
that instead of purely traditional or purely modern, participants prefer a mix of traditional
and innovative elements.

Table 5 shows the partial utilities and importance values of the conjoint analysis.

Table 5. Summary of conjoint plan results. n = 152, std. error = 0.182. Source: self-made.

Attributes Importance Values Levels Partial Utilities

Accessibility 8019
Personally accessible −0.028

Online accessible 0.028

Service and Product Innovativeness 68,868
Traditional solutions −0.240

Innovative solutions 0.240

Organization and Process Innovativeness 23,113
Traditional solutions 0.081

Innovative solutions −0.081

Due to the specific sector in question, it is of no surprise that the most important factors
for the participants were the products and services. Another unsurprising conclusion is that
the organization and process innovation were considered less important, since the changes
in how we conduct ourselves in person due to the coronavirus pandemic and the changes
in the context of on-site purchases and consumption did not have as harsh of an impact on
the participants since they were already used to being at home. Perhaps the only surprising
result could be the low importance of accessibility. However, it is natural that this resulted
in low importance, as being accessible online in light of the coronavirus pandemic is less
important for the consumer than for the enterprise—whereas the consumer has a wide
variety of choices they can select from when ordering online. As such, since they are used
to having this option, enterprises could easily fail due to insufficient online presence, as we
could see in the marketing trend lines earlier.

In conclusion, the consumers’ answers show that when considering the changes
brought about by the coronavirus pandemic, the conjoint analysis on the consumer demand
side was compatible with the best practices of marketing and innovation employed by
the enterprises on the supply side, and the conjoint analysis results can be sufficiently
explained by social changes during the coronavirus pandemic.
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5. Discussion

The results of the 2019–2020 and the 2021 research were successful in proving that the
coronavirus pandemic caused additional stress to the family SMEs so that they needed to
make fundamental changes to survive. This is an important issue for Hungary’s SME sector
in particular, due to the employment characteristics [52] and spillover effects, primarily
in the supply chain and the business environment [53]. In media, we could often see
and hear how vulnerable the SMEs are to the effects of the coronavirus pandemic due to
the intricacies of the SME sector and the economic instability brought about by the virus
causing the business as usual (BAU) routine to fall apart. The research of the authors
also proved that this process is excessively prevalent for family SMEs working in the
foodstuffs sector. There are various reasons for this—the changes in the catering sector,
the reliance on the supply chain, etc. The family SMEs in the foodstuffs sector being the
notable example is due to the unique situation caused by the coronavirus pandemic having
high correlation to issues with both the catering and the SME sectors’ relevant specifics,
such as the aforementioned supply chains.

Based on results obtained, we can say that for the family SMEs dealing with foodstuff
ingredients or foodstuffs, the most important factor is to adopt a logistics perspective and
system that can be immediately switched to in case the necessity arises. As explained by
Lukács and Csiszárik, the Hungarian SME sector is susceptible to crises, which necessitates
the proper capacity to adapt [54]. Furthermore, it is worth mentioning that a similar capacity
for adaptation may be necessary for marketing processes as well. Authors’ results show
that logistics and marketing had a high impact on the survivability of family SMEs during
the coronavirus pandemic. At the very least, enterprises should reach a level in terms
of marketing processes where they could migrate all elements of marketing conducted
outside of special circumstances such as the coronavirus pandemic onto a platform that
either nullifies or at least successfully resists changes in reach and efficiency. This conclusion
is further supported by the results of the conjoint analysis.

Another important result of the conjoint analysis is the differences in perception
towards the impact of online reach—whereas the SMEs experienced increases in reach
using social media, thereby finding it important, the conjoint analysis returned a low
importance score. This is in relation to perception shaping—Obermayer et al. proved that
social media is an important asset to increase the reach of Hungarian SMEs [55].

There are also two valuable novelties in the results of the research: for one, the results
showed that there is necessity for the progress of business innovation beyond generic
technological innovation (i.e., appearing on digital platforms, digitization) and traditional
product and service innovation for the family SMEs in the Hungarian food sector. Business
innovation is an undertaking that follows closely after the types of innovation that SMEs
that were asked to participate in the research wished to conduct, and specific research
results, especially the differences between SMEs that appeared on the digital advertisement
platform and those that did not, show clearly how innovating the business model is a
necessity during a pandemic. This further shows the importance of skill development, as
SMEs tend to not develop specific expert skills towards marketing. In spite of this, skill
development is a necessary input for family businesses in Hungary to begin with, according
to Szigeti and Józsa [56], which is further stressed by the coronavirus pandemic, making
the issue related to innovation more susceptible to time. These results fundamentally show
how important marketing is for SMEs, even though it is considered a less important factor
for a small enterprise.

The other novelty is that Hungarian consumers have a preference towards a mix of
traditional and innovative elements in terms of the foodstuffs establishments they visit.
Generally, a nation’s attitude is categorized either into preference for traditional values or
innovation, as seen in, for example, Hofstede’s works regarding orientation. Hofstede’s
own cultural research describes Hungary as a pragmatic country, assuming affinity for to
innovative solutions. However, the research results from the conjoint analysis indicate that
preference towards mixed alternatives was stronger, and at the same time, deviation in
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opinions was lesser. This indicates a fairly important point to note for food sector SMEs.
It is important to innovate, and just as important to conserve values, but the SME must
be prepared to have a strong basis to decide which enterprise elements to innovate, and
which to conserve in tradition. This finding, albeit in different form, is in line with an
earlier research study conducted by Kühne et al., who reached similar findings regarding
the perception of innovation on the food sector among Hungarians [57]. From this aspect,
the conjoint analysis managed to bring a strong foundation in the preference of consumers,
post-coronavirus pandemic. It should also be emphasized, due to its practical contribution,
that the importance of the traditional elements in purchasing from the side of the Hungarian
consumers should be built into the strategy of the SMEs.

Conducting innovation and focusing on marketing during a crisis such as the coron-
avirus pandemic is, as of yet, not a deeply analyzed topic for Hungary, due to the nature of
the coronavirus pandemic and its novel effects on our economy. However, recent literature
shows that the results of this article are not incorrect. Potori et al. recommend that R&D
spending and innovation and marketing expenditures in the agro-food sector should be
increased during a crisis [58]. Nyikos et al. further establish this claim in their study
specifically on SME survivability and the coronavirus pandemic, mentioning that SMEs
that obtained financing and spent it for marketing and innovation during the coronavirus
pandemic had stronger resilience and better prospects [59]. Wicaksono et al. also extended
the importance of marketing for local agricultural producers towards digital media. In
their research, they stressed the general importance of digital media appearance, which is a
key to those purchasing agricultural products of short supply chains [60]. In conclusion,
scarce research into the innovation habits of Hungarian SMEs during a crisis suggests that
while the coronavirus pandemic intensified the risks, earlier crises showed innovation and
marketing investment to be a good counter.

The enterprises that discontinued operations between the 2019 and the 2021 research
are sad examples of how the capability to follow consumer trends is a necessity in the
toolkit of SMEs, even if the consumer trend in question was caused directly by a global
pandemic situation. This research should highlight that the coronavirus pandemic made
rethinking and proper pacing of organizational operations, creative usage of market-
ing communications, and innovation more important than ever. The proper care in
these fields may help reduce enterprise risks in the crisis period, and preserve enterprise
competitiveness—or, in certain cases, even increase it—while, at the same time, reducing or
fixing operational issues.

The authors’ opinion is that continuing, and if necessary, extending this research to
more areas is important not only for a future, potential pandemic situation that could be
handled more reliably through it, but for increasing competitiveness of the SME sector in
general as well.

6. Limitations

Although useful conclusions can be drawn from the results, they are subject to limita-
tions. While the study mainly deals with the family SMEs selling either foodstuff materials
or finished foodstuffs, meaning we can have a very specific and detailed outlook on the
segment in the region and the general hardships they went through during the coronavirus
pandemic, the applicability of results obtained in this research have limitations from several
perspectives. First, it is important to note that small and medium enterprises in this specific
sector are more significantly dependent on the supply chain when compared to enterprises
offering different products or services of a different nature, which makes research results
related to these supply chains possibly less significant in other sectors.

The main issue in relation to applicability is the low number of sample cases: family
SMEs that the authors corresponded with in the first phase of the research were not that
numerous to begin with, and this low case number could not be increased even in the second
research during 2021, due to the nature of the research itself. As research representativeness
is somewhat less important in this case, and the research correlations on the sample are
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well-defined, the research results have high precision for the sector segment in question.
Still, it is hard to say in any capacity that they are representative results.

A similar problem comes up with the second data collection and research instance.
This served as the basis for the conjoint analysis. As the family SMEs were asked to refer the
authors to their repeat customers for the data collection necessary to conduct the conjoint
analysis, we can safely assume that the positive attitude towards the establishment that
referred the participants also made them more calculated in giving their answers, based on
the nature of the establishments that referred them.

A positive factor close to this problem, however, also an inhibitor in the research
itself, is the nature of results obtained from the research. According to economic and
social processes we already know or have detailed information on, we can state that while
some of the results are quasi-obvious, statistically validating their conclusions offered
could serve as a basis for SME strategizing during future economic and social crises. In
terms of innovation, it is important to find methods for increasing adaptation capacity, as
economy during a crisis is a highly volatile context. This volatile context can easily cause a
myriad of small changes, each of which may become a key factor in not only preserving
competitiveness, but even for survival itself for SMEs. However, universally grouping
SMEs which are able to utilize these results is impossible.

The next important factor necessary to mention about the research is that the range of
conducted business activities limits the applicability of research results. We experienced that
there may be a wide array of issues related to foodstuffs during a quarantine period, as even
the largest of grocery chains could not weather the coronavirus pandemic fully. Naturally,
we know sectors and product lines which were impacted even more (prime examples being
healthcare services, medical tools and implements, and disinfectant chemicals, to name a
few that came up during the coronavirus quarantine) in the SME sector. These issues mostly
came up for retailers, small local stores, and generally SMEs; however, in certain cases,
even production enterprises that manufacture worldwide had issues with these products
and services. This suggests that the research results obtained by the authors are not usable
or are only partially usable to model the issues of other members of the SME sector.
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