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Abstract
COVID-19 lockdown measures have forced
hospitality operators to re-configure their dynamic
capabilities through innovating operational practices
and pivoting traditional business models. The highend food service sector has undergone a particularly
drastic shift towards a new normal. This qualitative
study explores factors facilitating innovation at 16
high-end food service organizations in Finland and
the UK through semi-structured expert interviews.
Three key themes facilitating innovation during
COVID-19 lockdowns are identified: 1) Combining
high-tech and high-touch through new ways of
producing and providing technology-driven service
offerings, 2) Prosocial engagement, i.e. working
together with multiple stakeholders to bring added
value to all parties, not just the business, and 3)
Reactivity, i.e. pushing the traditional boundaries of
the sector through quick decision-making and
constant iteration and refining of processes and
procedures. Drawing our empirical findings together,
innovation during COVID-19 lockdowns in high-end
food service is conceptualized into three phases:
React, Refine, and Reflect.

1. Introduction
Global efforts to curb the spread of COVID-19
have caused ripple effects that will continue to shape
social, economic, and other phenomena for years to
come [1]. The various national and international
restrictions on peoples’ movement have been
particularly dramatic. While local, regional, and
national lockdowns have facilitated the need to stay
socially distant, strict regulations have also severely
impacted industries that rely on people travelling and
interacting with each other [2]. While the service
sector as a whole has been hit hard, there are industries
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within the sector that have been under unprecedented
strain due to government-mandated lockdown
measures. Food service presents one such industry [3].
However, even within food service there have been
winners and losers, whereby for some operators the
need to close shop has meant mass-furloughing of staff
and even bankruptcies, while for others it has provided
a unique opportunity to innovate service offerings and
pivot existing business models [4]. In essence, the
exogenous shock caused by COVID-19 has shaken up
companies’ dynamic capabilities, whereby the new
normal has required rapid re-configuring of
capabilities to sense and seize emerging business
opportunities as well as adjust and align existing
resource bases to better fit the changing market
environment. Several studies have particularly
emphasized the role of information and
communication technology (ICT) in producing and
providing food service that is perceived as safe and
compliant with e.g. social distancing measures [5, 6].
While the role of technology in facilitating and
actioning service innovation has been widely
researched [7], previous studies mostly focus on
disruptive changes brought by technology-driven
business model innovation and how incumbent service
firms are affected by and have responded to these
changes [8]. This line of research tends to contrast
technology-driven vs. market-driven (technologypush vs. demand-pull) innovations in terms of their
competitive and disruptive effects across the service
industry [7, 9]. However, today’s innovations from
food service firms are driven by the drastic change in
the operational environment (i.e., lockdowns
restricting physical operations), and as such do not
necessarily fit the mould of technology-push or
demand-pull innovation. Furthermore, innovations
sparked by COVID-19 represent emergent strategies
rather than planned changes, often involving a pivot to
new business models or operational practices at speed.
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This presents conceptual and practical challenges to
understand better how technology and other dynamic
capabilities play a role in the development of
innovation for firms’ survival and competitiveness in
the food service sector.
To address these challenges, this study adopts a
qualitative approach to explore (technology-driven)
innovation in the COVID-struck food service sector.
The study focuses on the highest tiers of food service,
i.e. high-end restaurants, cafés, and bars that have
received and accrued both national and international
acclaim, illustrated by Michelin-stars, AA-Rosettes, or
other gourmet accolades. This is because these types
of service organizations are recognized as first-movers
or role models for the rest of the sector, whereby
innovative new practices and procedures first adopted
by the top-end of the sector tend to be mimicked by
and diffused across the rest of the sector over time
[10]. High-end restaurants are also often helmed by
particularly influential characters (e.g. celebrity
chefs), giving these service organizations (and their
respective innovation practices) extended visibility
and thus additional weight in influencing general
discourse around industry best practice [11]. Adopting
a qualitative approach to explore the innovation
strategies of high-end food service organizations thus
offers a useful lense to reflect on the impacts of
COVID-19 lockdown measures on innovation as a
process of identifying, accessing, and combining
dynamic capabilities into new service offerings [12,
13]. To that end, this study seeks to address the
following research question: what kinds of factors
have facilitated innovation in high-end food service
during COVID-19 lockdowns?
The rest of the paper is organized into five parts.
In section two we define and discuss innovation in the
context of service, and then highlight the notion of
dynamic capabilities, linking these to how service
organizations adapt to external change. In sections
three and four we present the method and findings of
our empirical study. In section five we discuss the
implications of our findings by conceptualizing the
ways in which high-end food service organizations
have adapted to COVID-19 lockdowns through
innovation. Finally, in section six we summarize our
key findings, note the limitations of our approach, and
consider avenues for future research.

2. Innovation and dynamic capabilities
2.1. Innovation in service
Innovation is, at a fundamental level, about
purposeful action towards mobilizing change [11, 14].
Change may come in different forms and, as such,

there are different approaches to innovation. For
example, incremental innovations tend to improve
existing practices through a gradual process, whereas
radical innovations mark a distinct departure from the
old way of doing things [15]. Similarly, modular
innovations imply changes to a specific part of a larger
system, whereas architectural innovation entails
revamping an entire system [16, 17]. In the context of
services, Voss and Zomerdijk [18] argue that
innovation may consider different elements of service,
for example, the service environment, the service
employee, the service delivery process, customers, or
back-office functions. Helkkula, Kowalkowski and
Tronvoll [19] further categorize service innovations
into four archetypes: output-based, process-based,
experiential, and systemic service innovations. Witell
et al. [13] conclude that at its core, service innovation
is about identifying, accessing, combining, and
recombining available resources to improve
organizations’ practices in novel, unforeseen ways.
Service organizations go through change because
the environments within which they operate are in
constant flux. Dobbs, Manyika and Woetzel [20] see
that modern companies are forced to change because
of four key drivers in particular: urbanization,
technology, an ageing population, and globalization.
Besides these general megatrends of the 21st century,
Taleb [21] argues that sometimes change is due to
what he calls a ‘black swan’ event. These are events
that are rare, random, unexpected, and as such,
extremely difficult to predict or plan for [22]. The
emergence of COVID-19 could be characterized as a
‘black swan’ event because of its devastating impact
on the global economy, including the service sector
[23]. Given the rapid pace and gravity with which
service providers have had to adapt to the new
operating environment, an upsurge in emergent
service innovation could be expected.

2.2. Dynamic capabilities
The process of innovating, from the advent of an
idea to its implementation, requires different types of
resources and capabilities, from information (e.g. data,
knowledge, expertise) to resources (e.g. time, space,
finance) and support (e.g. backing or approval of other
actors in the innovation ecosystem) [23]. In strategic
management literature, the act of innovating is often
discussed in relation to dynamic capabilities.
Originating from Teece, Pisano and Shuen [24], the
dynamic capabilities view assumes that firms differ
with respect to their ability to update their capabilities
when reacting to external changes. Dynamic
capabilities are seen as higher-order capabilities
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needed for changing operational practices and the
resource-base of the firm [25, 26].
The dynamic capabilities view has since
established itself as one of the most influential
theoretical lenses in contemporary strategic
management scholarship [27]. Broadly put, dynamic
capabilities can be categorized in three categories
based on their functions [28]. In this paper, we follow
Teece et al.’s [24] original conceptualization and
categorize dynamic capabilities into sensing, seizing
and reconfiguring. Sensing refers to an organization’s
propensity to sense new opportunities. It involves
scanning and monitoring changes in the operating
environment and identifying new ideas. Seizing refers
to an organization’s propensity to make timely marketoriented decisions by linking their innovativeness to
products and markets. Finally, reconfiguring refers to
an organization’s propensity to change its resource
base and align the firm’s capabilities. These three
categories of dynamic capabilities typically follow
each other chronologically, starting from identifying
opportunities, moving to refining the business model
and finally realigning the organizational structure and
culture to fit the new norm. As such, dynamic
capabilities are strongly tied to business model
innovation [26, 29, 30].
Under conditions where normal operational
resources or capabilities are extremely scarce (e.g. due
to an exogenous black swan event such as COVID19), service organizations must still be able to
demonstrate strong dynamic capabilities in order to
navigate through the constant changes in the external
operating environment. Out of the overall resource
pool available to most customer-focused service
organizations, the service employee (that is, the
organization’s human resource) is often considered as
one of the most important (and expensive) resource.
However, besides service employees, service
organizations have in recent years turned increasingly
to information and communication technology (ICT)
to increase efficiency, cut costs, and provide service in
novel ways [31]. The advent of COVID-19 has
exacerbated this trend, with management consultants
and researchers noting a significant sectorial
restructuring towards digital services, or from “hightouch” to “high-tech” [32, 33]. To conceptualize the
roles of technology in innovation, extant research has
largely agreed on the definition of technology-driven
and market-driven innovations [7]. Technologydriven (technology-push) innovations happen when
R&D experimentation precedes market opportunities,
thus the potential market and applications are usually
unknown [34]. On the other hand, market-driven
(demand-pull) innovations, even when involving

technology, often result from radical changes in the
value propositions made to existing customers [7].
Regardless of which came first (technology-push
or demand-pull), it is vital to align technology with
user needs (demand) for innovations to be successful.
Studying technology-driven innovations amongst
retailers in the food service sector, Esbjerg et al. [35]
found that when implementing innovation that related
to new technology, managers were driven by benefits
to customers, confirming the importance of
technology–demand alignment. Consequently, when
this alignment is a challenge, firms, especially
newfound companies, are forced to redefine their
competitive advantage and pivot their business model
[36]. Garćia-Gutiérrez and Martinez-Borreguero [37]
suggest the innovation pivot framework to guide firms
navigating great uncertainty associated with internal
and external factors. Their framework assists in
fostering the creative process of generating promising
applications for an innovation by interrogating the
links among dynamic capabilities: innovative use of
technology, the sources of sustainable competitive
advantage, and the innovative business model.
COVID-19 presents an exogenous challenge to
existing service firms due to the extreme narrowing of
the market and reduction in scale that has not been
conceptualized fully in the literature on service
innovation, dynamic capabilities, and business model
pivot. It also marks a distinct shift in resource
allocation, whereby increasing weight is given to ICT
over service employees. To address this gap in existing
literature, it is important to examine the interplay
between service innovation and new demand
exploration underlying service innovation and
business model pivots in the food service industry as
spurred by the COVID-19 lockdowns. Adopting an
exploratory approach looking at the dynamic
capabilities of service organizations representing the
early adopters of new ‘best practice’ of an industry
provides a useful lens to shed new light on innovation
theory and practice [12].

3. Method
To identify the kinds of factors which facilitate
innovation in high-end food service during COVID-19
lockdowns, this study adopted a qualitative,
exploratory approach. Data were collected in JulyNovember 2020 through 16 semi-structured
interviews from two countries, Finland (n=8) and the
UK (n=8), Table 1, following the same research
protocol. Adopting a purposive sampling approach,
the interviews targeted top decision-makers, i.e.
individuals in charge of the innovation process as well
how a particular innovation was implemented at their
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organization. Targeting what Aguinis and Solarino
[38] refer to as ‘elite informants’ was seen to yield rich
insight into the strategic decision-making underlying
identification of new business opportunities (i.e.,
sensing), developing new service offerings to fill the
identified gaps in the market (i.e., seizing), and finally
to effectively allocate and manage the firms’ resource
base to optimize service production and delivery under
new conditions (i.e., reconfiguring). To facilitate
social distancing amidst the pandemic, interviews
were conducted online through a teleconferencing
platform. The interviews were recorded, automatically
transcribed, and manually anonymized. The
interviews lasted for 41 minutes on average (max. 62
min, min. 36 min). The interview questions revolved
around four themes: 1) the innovations the food
service organization had implemented during COVID19 (e.g. types of innovation and their intended
outcomes), 2) the characteristics of the studied food
service organization (e.g. the service concept, business
model, organizational structure, resource base, level of
innovativeness prior to COVID-19), 3) the innovation
process (e.g. decision-making, role of dynamic
capabilities, including ICT-usage), and 4) the
implementation and outcome of innovation (e.g.
critical success factors, potential failures, metrics).
Table 1. Characteristics of interview participants.
Id.
P1

Position
Sommelier/Owner

Country
Finland

P2

Chef Patron

Finland

P3

Chef Patron

Finland

P4

Executive Chef

Finland

P5

General Manager/Owner

Finland

P6

General Manager

Finland

P7

Sommelier/Owner

Finland

P8

General Manager

Finland

P9

Executive Chef

UK

P10

Restaurant Director

UK

P11

Executive Chef

UK

P12

Chef Patron

UK

P13

Chef Patron

UK

P14

Executive Chef/Owner

UK

P15

Chef Patron

UK

P16

Chef Patron

UK

Six of the interviews were conducted in Finnish
and translated ad verbum into English (P1-4, 7-8). The
consistency of the translated transcripts was checked
through member checking. The remaining ten
interviews were conducted in English (P5-6, 9-16). As
the interviews targeted elite informants [38], i.e.

leaders of some of the best food service organizations
in the world, two of the 16 interviews had to be
conducted via email due to extremely busy schedules
(P2, P13). In these cases, the interview protocol was
sent by email to participants who returned their written
answers within two weeks. The interview process was
conducted by two members of the research team, and
after 13 interviews, the team held an internal meeting
discussing the process thus far and the state of
saturation (to the degree to which saturation in
qualitative research can even be reached, [39]). The
interviewers concluded that similar anecdotes were
starting to appear frequently in participants’ answers.
After a further three interviews were conducted and no
new themes seemed to be emerging, data saturation
was deemed to have been reached and data collection
was ceased. Following Tuomi et al. [40], data was
analyzed thematically in three stages, whereby the
analysis moved from description to abstraction
through open, axial, and theoretical coding. In the end,
a code tree illustrating three major themes and
capturing 64 first, second, and third-order codes were
established. The major themes were: 1) T1:
Combining high-tech and high-touch through
innovating new ways of producing and providing
service offerings, 2) T2: Prosocial engagement, i.e.
working together with multiple stakeholders to bring
added value to all parties, not just the business, and 3)
T3: Reactivity, i.e. playing the role of an ‘industry
leader’ by pushing the traditional boundaries of the
sector through quick decision-making, constant
iteration and refining of processes and procedures, as
well as further experimentation with ways to use ICT
to provide service.
Data analysis was primarily led by one of the
authors; the other two authors were kept in the loop
throughout the process by discussion and sharing of
notes in bi-weekly meetings facilitated by a
teleconferencing and remote collaboration platform.
To formally ensure analytical consistency across
multiple coders, an intercoder reliability check was
also conducted. The final refined code book along with
a sample of random interview transcript excerpts
(n=20) were sent by email to two members of the
research team for re-coding. Following Landis and
Koch [41] and Tuomi and Tussyadiah [42], agreement
between independent coders was calculated against
two measures, Percent Agreement (PA) and Cohen’s
Kappa (CK). A good (>0.61) or very good (>0.81)
agreement was established between coders across all
major themes against both measures [41]. Instances
where there had been disagreement were discussed on
a case-by-case basis to reach consensus. Table 2
illustrates the results of the intercoder reliability
check.
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Table 2. Results of intercoder reliability check.
Theme PA coder 1 PA coder 2 CK
coder 1
T1
0.91
0.93
0.87
T2
0.86
0.73
0.81
T3
0.82
0.90
0.79

CK
coder 2
0.85
0.70
0.86

4. Findings
Three major themes were found: 1) Combining
high-tech and high-touch through innovating new
ways of producing and providing service offerings, 2)
Prosocial engagement, i.e. working together with
multiple stakeholders to bring added value to all
parties, not just the business, and 3) Reactivity, i.e.
playing the role of an ‘industry leader’ by pushing the
traditional boundaries of the sector through quick
decision-making, constant iteration and refining of
processes and procedures, as well as further
experimentation with ways to use ICT to provide
service.

4.1. Combining high-tech and high-touch
The high-end food service scene is typically
known for its high-touch approach, illustrated by the
labor-intensiveness of both back- and front-of-house
service processes [43]. However, the need to observe
social distancing rules due to COVID-19 has prompted
service providers to increasingly move towards
technology-facilitated service interaction (i.e., hightech). In many cases this reallocation of organizational
resources [24] to facilitate the shift to high-tech seems
semi-permanent. A participant noted that: “We wanted
to implement a complete cashless mentality. […]
Everything was bookable online […] Access to our
menus through smartphones […] Greater use of
ApplePay […] Introducing a new phone system with
queueing advisories because of the demand […] To
keep up with email, we got a new automatic system in
place that just reassures people that like, we are going
to get to you.” (P16). Similarly, another participant
stated that “We’ve been trying to get paperless menus
for three or four years now. […] It was just a brilliant
time to actually do it. And we’re going to stick with it.”
(P11). Likewise, a participant emphasized realizing
the benefits of implementing online booking,
something they had been skeptical about before:
“Online booking only has been a huge success and
something we were initially skeptical of but would now
maintain looking forward to the future. By freeing up
staff time, we are able to give more to making sure that
stringent safety measures are maintained for staff and
customers.” (P13).

The importance of social media as an ICT
facilitating socially distant company-customer
interaction was also highlighted. A participant noted
about its potential to create demand: “Social media has
been amazing, and Instagram has been amazing,
because everybody’s on. […] It creates demand.”
(P12). Others emphasized novel forms of companycustomer engagement: “We did competitions every
week. […] We were sponsored by [company name]
[…] so you know they gave us free bottles of
champagne, and we said, for the person that posts the
best dish on Instagram, we will judge you, and you get
a free bottle of champagne.” (P15).
Despite being seemingly useful, challenges related
to the seizing of new market share through technology
[24] were also noted. A participant highlighted the
limitation of integrating cyber-physical environments
necessary to facilitate service delivery with multiple
customers in real time: “We tried online live cooking
classes with a group of people, up to 10, as well. But
we had to stop that, because it was super messy […]
Very hard to get everyone to do everything at the same
time, some have burnt things or missed one ingredient
[…] Very hard to get everyone to finish the recipe at
the same time and with the same result.” (P4).
In line with previous studies of successful service
innovations during COVID-19 [5], participants also
emphasized their efforts to ensure the safety of
customers and staff, including making significant
changes to the servicescape and service delivery
processes. Participants shared the efforts targeted at
making the physical environment COVID-secure:
“We thought, looking at the rest of the world, this isn’t
going to last a couple of weeks or anything. […] Let’s
take the gamble and start with […] a real proper
rebuild of everything.” (P15). Likewise, another
participant further highlighted the reconfiguring of
available resources to facilitate safe service delivery:
“We spent a major portion of the budget on making the
restaurant as COVID safe as possible in order to give
our customers the confidence to dine with us.” (P13).
Others highlighted making the use of face coverings a
new operational standard: “From day one of
reopening, the kitchen, front of house, everyone wore
masks. People feel safe. It did feel a bit weird at first,
but you know now they’re used to it and the front of
house team can sort of learn to smile underneath the
masks and things. (P15).
General challenges related to the shift to ‘new
normal’, particularly around reorganizing existing
resource base around on-demand, delivery-centered
service offering during lockdown, were also noted: “I
was very keen to open up a takeaway immediately, but
it took a little bit of setting up because, you know, it’s
all about finding the right packaging, coming up with
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a menu which is suitable for people to do at home,
coming up with all the instructions of how to cook it,
all the labelling, all the allergens, all that sort of thing.
Research, and how to market it.” (P14). “Our
takeaway boxes were plastic at first. This was a huge
issue with our customers, who expected us to use
biodegradable packaging only. So we changed that,
even though it was more expensive.” (P3).
Amidst these challenges some creative approaches
also emerged: “Labelling, bagging all of these things
[…] When you have two hundred orders to prepare,
all with 16 different elements […] Sometimes we’d
miss something. And so they’d [the customers] get
back to us and we’d send them the missing bits by
taxi.” (P8).

4.2. Prosocial engagement
In addition to making significant changes to the
way service is produced and provided, participants
stressed the importance of playing their part in
ensuring the continued sustenance of the high-end
food service sector by reconfiguring their firms’
dynamic capabilities to sustain different stakeholders
involved in the broader system of the food value chain,
including suppliers, service employees, and the wider
society [3, 44]: “I went to my suppliers and said to
them, I know you guys are having a hard time as well.
What should I have on my menu when I reopen?” (P9).
“The meat suppliers were really supportive, because
obviously they’ve got a lot more stock than what we’ve
got to get rid of. So we worked with them. We worked
with the cheese company, too, which is literally down
the road. We did a cheese course. So they’d
individually wrap them all in paper and write the
description on each and have it in a little bag with
their branding on it.” (P15). “We took a pay cut on the
top to be able to pay all the salaries.” (P10). “We did
some charity drops, like I think a lot of places did. We
had thousands of pounds worth of stock in the fridges
and freezers. […] We did that to utilize that and
obviously help the local community. (P9). “Sure, part
of the take away was of course to keep the business
afloat. But it wasn’t just that. We wanted to offer
something special for people to enjoy while stuck at
home.” (P3).

4.3. Reactivity
As illustrated, by dramatically shrinking the size of
the available market as well as posing significant
strain on dynamic capabilities required in times of
normal operations, COVID-19 sparked innovative
new practices and procedures hitherto unseen in the
high-end food service scene. The degree of structural

change in terms of reconfiguring dynamic capabilities
did not go unnoticed by participants, either: “This year
we’ve been able to broaden our thinking more than
ever before. Takeaway food from a Michelin star
restaurant? Wine pairings with off-the-shelf wines, at
home? Incredible new ideas and great opportunities,
many of which I think might stay after we get back to
some form of normality.” (P3). “I think a lot of highend restaurants are starting to look outside the box.
We’ve always […] It’s all about the food, you know
[…] That involves quite often having tunnel vision […]
I think that might be changing somehow.” (P12).
In terms of emergent dynamic capabilities, new,
innovative ways of utilizing available resources
seemed to require flexibility, fast decision-making,
and iteration. “We started doing a lot of training so
that people could be more flexible in which
department they work in. And right when we first
reopened in July, you know, within somebody’s five
day working week they could be working in maybe
three, four different departments to try and cover the
business where we needed it. […] That was quite a big
change.” (P15). “We’ll brainstorm between each other
and then this is what we do. And then after, well, the
next day, you need to act.” (P10). “Within two days we
had the shop online […] and that evolved over the
course of the three months of lockdown.” (P11). “As
far as innovation’s concerned, that’s key for me. […]
We have a lot of repeat business […] They would be
horrified if there was no change on the menu. So, it’s
really important to keep changing and keep coming up
with new ideas, whether that’s in service, in the bar,
or on the menu.” (P14). “We looked at what they were
doing in Copenhagen, and decided to do the same. So
we got these winter gardens, like small glass houses,
built on the terrace. We started with one, just to sort
of see if there would be interest. After we put it online,
all the slots for it were sold out for the rest of the year
in like a day. […] We got another one. […] And then
a third. Now finally we have four, as we ran out of
space to add more. All are fully booked for the
season.” (P8).

5. Discussion
5.1. Innovation during COVID-19
Government-mandated restrictions on movement
have forced high-end food service operators to
radically change their business models and operational
practices, effectively transforming their dynamic
capabilities and in doing so giving rise to a plethora of
novel service innovations. Contrasting these against
conceptualizations of service innovation put forward
in previous literature, changes can be observed across
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several fronts [18]: new ways of delivering service
(e.g. ready-to-eat or finish-at-home takeaway or
delivery offering), radical changes to the service
environment/servicescape (e.g. installing plexiglass
screens, revamping layout), transforming back-office
functions (e.g. adopting new ordering or payment
system), affecting the service employee (e.g.
harnessing slack resources to help local communities),
and changing the traditional service interaction with
the customer (e.g. fostering new ways of driving social
engagement such as virtual tastings). Interestingly,
most of these innovations seem to interlink, rather than
strictly separate, between the different innovation
types put forward by Helkkula, Kowalkowski and
Tronvoll [19]. For example, launching a new meal kit
offering could be seen as primarily an output-based
service innovation; however, at the same time the
innovation also brings significant changes to the
existing service production and delivery processes as
well as the customer experience of consuming the
service. From an innovation ecysystems point of view
[44], pivoting the entire business model from full
service to take-away marks a radical shift from the
status quo and a systemic change in the way service is
usually produced and provided. In practice this means
changes to how firms manage their dynamic
capabilities [24].
As discussed by Hossain [45], research on
innovations that occur under extreme constraint
typically focuses on developing economies, where the
overall distribution of resources and availability of
dynamic capabilities are scarce by default. In other
words, where the supporting infrastructure has not yet
been established, innovative service companies have
to make do with limited resources. This leads to new
practices being conceived or conventional practices
being leapfrogged purely out of necessity [44]. The
type of radical, sudden reduction of market due to state
interventions we have seen amidst COVID-19 differs
from previous conceptualizations of such frugal
innovation dramatically, as it brings the neoliberal
economic model to the fore. In their comprehensive
review of frugal innovations, Weyrauch and Herstatt
[46] arrived at three defining criteria: substantial cost
reduction, concentration on core functionalities, and
optimized performance level. Service innovations
arising under COVID-19 lockdown-measures seem to
resonate well with these, while also emphasizing
several dynamic capabilities which facilitate
innovation adoption from the spark of an idea to its
subsequent implementation.
First, most of the innovations discussed herewith
make active use of ICT, whether that is to facilitate
service interaction (e.g. digital menus, online ordering
systems, quizzes on social media) or promote and

discuss new service offerings (e.g. posting pictures of
weekly take away menu on Instagram). In order to
effectively manage the shift towards greater
technology-utilization, service operators need to
possess a particular set of capabilities to recognize and
seize opportunities for implementing technology as
well as technology-specific know-how to capitalize
successfully on identified opportunities. This marks a
shift from a human resource dominant view to an ICT
dominant view in capability and resource allocation in
high-end food service. Previous studies have
suggested an increased influence of ICT systems over
human labor in food service contexts [42], whereby
service organizations’ technology uptake is driven by
both the availability and relative ease of adopting ICT
(technology-push) innovation, as well as the apparent,
perhaps previously unexpected appetite for digital
services even in the high-end service segment
(demand-pull) [5, 7].
Second, innovations occurring under COVID-19
lockdown conditions require fast decision-making and
organizational and operational flexibility. As the
operational environment is in constant flux, service
providers have to operate under high degrees of
uncertainty. Doing so requires coping with stress and
an ability to make fast decisions on how best to utilize
scarce resources. The rapid shrinking of the market
exacerbates the effects of constraints on innovative
behavior [48]. Particularly impacted are input and
process constraints. In terms of input constraints,
financial and human resources as well as time seem to
play a key role, while in terms of process constraints
the formalization of the new product development
process (or the lack thereof, [49, 50]) seems most
significant.
Third, the ability to course correct if and when
decisions made or practices implemented require
changing becomes imperative. High-end food service
operators need to adopt a mindset of continuous
improvement, whereby innovations gradually move
from being mere ‘minimum viable products’ [51] to
encompassing new features in response to market
needs [35]. This iterative process of defining and
refining value propositions over a short period of time
allows service operators to concentrate on their core
functionalities and optimize performance levels by
identifying the characteristics of service innovation
(e.g. high tech vs. high touch) most suitable for their
respective target market and reconfiguring their
dynamic capabilities accordingly.

5.2. Showcasing dynamic capabilities
Based on our empirical research, the ways in which
high-end food service organizations have adapted to
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the exogenous shock of government-mandated
COVID-19 lockdowns can be conceptualized into
three distinct phases of innovating operational
practices and business model: 1) React, 2) Refine, 3)
Reflect.
In the first phase (React), the emphasis is placed on
the immediate reaction to the shock, illustrated by
making the decision to pivot, e.g. through innovating
a new service offering, or not. While this is akin to
Teece, Pisano and Shuen’s [24] original
conceptualization of ‘sensing’, the extremely rapid
reduction of market and the uncertainty under which
initial decisions have to be taken make this phase more
ad-hoc than the typical scanning of the market
environment for opportunities to exploit [52]. In the
second phase (Refine), the emphasis shifts from adhoc decision-making under uncertainty to addressing
challenges and knock-on effects which emerge from
the business model pivot, e.g. going through multiple
rounds of iteration to improve the initial service
offering or reaching out to the external stakeholder
network or innovation ecosystem [44] to provide
assistance to the wider value chain. This marks a
departure from seizing [24] as one of the core drivers
of change in this phase is the desired longevity of the
entire system rather than the improved performance of
one individual actor [30]. Finally, in the third phase
(Reflect), the emphasis shifts again to strategically
aligning pre-pivot dynamic capabilities with the new
operational reality, e.g. making a permanent shift to a
paperless menu or an online booking system. While
this phase illustrates reconfiguring [24, 26], it seems
less concerned with optimizing resource use and more
aimed at future-proofing service practices. Based on
our empirical findings this phase also places a
particularly strong emphasis on key individuals, with
strategic decision-making stemming from the personal
beliefs and ideals of the executive team rather than e.g.
fiscal planning [53].
The three phases of adapting to COVID-19
lockdowns identified herewith simultaneously support
and extend previous conceptualizations on the impact
of dynamic capabilities for creating and defining
defensible new business models through innovation
[24, 26, 30]. Our study offers a unique empirical
contribution to existing literature on dynamic
capabilities and innovation management by
illustrating the rapid learning loop high-end food
service organizations have been forced to undertake
due to COVID-19 lockdowns. Further, perhaps due to
the wide-reaching nature of this particular exogenous
shock, our findings complement recent literature by
further highlighting the importance of open, multistakeholder collaboration and sharing of ideas and
resources [50] as opposed to more traditional

defending of intellectual property [26]. To collate our
findings, Figure 1 presents a conceptualization of
high-end food service organizations’ innovation
process during COVID-19 lockdowns.

Figure 1. Innovation in high-end food service.

6. Limitations & further research
This study contributes to existing research on
service innovation, dynamic capabilities, and business
model pivot by exploring innovation strategies at highend food service organizations during COVID-19
lockdowns. In doing so, this study answers the call by
Schilke et al. [27] by extending the discourse around
dynamic capabilities into specific sectors of economic
activity. Three key themes facilitating innovation
during COVID-19 lockdown are identified: 1)
Combining high-tech and high-touch through new
ways of producing and providing technology-driven
service offerings, 2) Prosocial engagement, i.e.
working together with multiple stakeholders to bring
added value to all parties, not just the business, and 3)
Reactivity, i.e. pushing the traditional boundaries of
the sector through quick decision-making and constant
iteration and refining of processes and procedures.
Building on Teece’s [24] original view on dynamic
capabilities, innovation during COVID-19 lockdowns
in high-end food service is conceptualized as a process
consisting of three subsequent phases, React, Refine,
and Reflect. The conceptualization is put forward both
as a foundation for future research as well as a tool to
guide managerial decision-making.
In terms of limitations, despite collecting data
from two countries (Finland and the UK), the study
presented here has limitations that should be
considered. First, only high-end food service
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organizations were analyzed here. Even though these
were deemed as a meaningful, ‘best practice’ example
for adopting service innovation during COVID-19
lockdowns, extending the study to include operators
with multiple centrally branded sites would have
provided interesting insight into service innovation
across larger, presumably less agile organizations. A
particularly interesting angle to this line of study
would be to explore the differences in innovation
practices between company-owned and franchised
locations. Second, the study was purely qualitative and
focused solely on restaurants located in Finland and
the UK. Replicating the study with different
methodological approaches and in other cultural
contexts with different norms and conventions
regarding e.g. service or organizational culture might
produce a richer picture of innovation efforts,
including dynamic capabilities driving and/or
hindering innovation [54]. Third, the exact lockdown
measures adopted have been slightly different in
different countries. This poses both limitations and
opportunities for future research. For example, the
relative length of lockdowns might influence the types
and complexity of innovation which emerge, as well
as the dynamic capabilities that underlie innovation
adoption. Further studies should therefore compare
and contrast emergent innovation and dynamic
capabilities under different types of lockdowns. For
example in the context of the UK, future research
could comparatively study lockdowns in Scotland,
England, Wales, and Northern Ireland, as well as more
regionally, e.g. between Tier 1, Tier 2, and Tier 3
lockdowns.
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