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Although COVID-19 caused initial shocks to the Indian economy, a quick recovery was 
visible within a few months. We systematically analyze corporate responses during the 
lockdown period and argue that corporate resilience through proactive responses played a 
key role in this recovery. We find that, apart from operational continuity, Indian firms 
mostly focused on reducing employee costs and launching new products or services for 
surviving the crisis. 

I. Introduction 

The COVID-19 pandemic has created not only a major 
public health crisis around the world, but also an unprece-
dented shock to the global economy, particularly due to the 
sudden and severe lockdown measures adopted by many 
governments. These have caused business disruptions in 
every sector of the economy, from both the supply and de-
mand sides. India, a country of around 1.3 billion people, 
was feared to be one of the worst hit by the pandemic and 
related economic disruptions. At one point, the Interna-
tional Monetary Fund (IMF) forecasted that India’s gross 
domestic product (GDP) could shrink by more than 10%. 
The Reserve Bank of India (RBI), India’s central bank, also 
predicted the GDP would decline by 9.5% in its Monetary 
Policy Report in October 2020. However, both the IMF and 
the RBI had to revise their estimates to an 8% decline in 
their April 2021 reports, indicating a better than expected 
performance of the Indian economy during the year. The 
year-on-year growth of the monthly Index of Industrial Pro-
duction sharply recovered, from -57.3% in April 2020 to 
+1.0% in September 2020. From September 2020, collec-
tions of the monthly Goods and Services Tax (GST) also 
showed a positive growth on a year-on-year basis. These re-
sults reflect the resilience of corporate India to survive the 
initial shock. However, there is a lack of systematic study on 
the corporate actions that helped induce such resilience in 
the Indian economy. 

We observe the policy interventions by the RBI and the 
Indian government to revive the economy. Both monetary 
policy and fiscal stimuli were announced to increase liquid-
ity in the market and support industrial activities. At the 
same time, our contention is that policy measures alone 
cannot pull the economy out of such crisis, unless the in-
dividual companies can survive the initial shock through 

proactive responses. Thus, our research question is the fol-
lowing: what were the initial responses of the Indian corpo-
rate sector to the COVID-19 outbreak? 

Research on the COVID-19 pandemic has two major fo-
cus areas: a) the health crisis, where studies have been 
mostly devoted to modeling the spread of the virus and 
other impacts on public health, and b) the economic crisis, 
where studies have been concerned with the various eco-
nomic impacts during the period (Padhan & Prabheesh, 
2021). Within the economic crisis literature, studies have 
primarily looked into the impacts on stock markets, capital 
markets, labor markets, and consumption behaviors (Sha & 
Sharma, 2020; Sharma & Sha, 2020). However, little atten-
tion has been paid to corporate responses in surviving the 
initial shock, which is an important aspect of the economic 
resilience supplementing government policies. 

In this study, we systematically analyze corporate re-
sponses to the COVID-19 outbreak in the Indian context. 
Based on content analysis of newspaper articles, we find 
that Indian companies mostly responded by reducing em-
ployee costs and launching new products or services, apart 
from focusing on operational continuity. Considerable at-
tention has also been directed toward social responsibility 
under the COVID-19 scenario. 

II. Context 

In the initial period, the COVID-19 crisis posed immense 
uncertainties, not only in terms of the spread of the virus, 
but also in terms of government lockdown policies (Iyke, 
2020). Just after the first lockdown phase (March 25 to April 
14, 2020) in India, electricity demand reduced to 30%, oil 
demand lessened by 70%, and Indian rail activity was below 
36% compared to last year (Ghosh et al., 2020). Restrictive 
interventions by governments to fight COVID-19 adversely 
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impacted economic activities, as reflected by stock market 
indices (Ashraf, 2020; Yang & Deng, 2021). Although the 
Indian government announced a total economic package of 
Rs 20.9 lakh crores—around US$0.28 trillion, 10% of In-
dia’s GDP—most of it was via the RBI’s liquidity measures 
(3.8% of the GDP) and indirect fiscal measures such as loans 
and guarantees (5% of the GDP). Direct fiscal spending by 
the government comprised merely 1.2% of the GDP. During 
such uncertainties, firms are more likely to adopt innovative 
approaches (Han & Qian, 2020; Shen et al., 2020), and their 
individual efforts towards business continuity and finding 
new ways of doing business can accelerate economic recov-
ery. 

Firms respond in different ways during crises. Many just 
try to persevere, given a threat situation, and, at the same 
time, others seek opportunities to either innovate business 
models or restructure operations (Wenzel, 2021). Thus, 
firms’ strategic choices can determine whether they come 
out stronger or weaker from the crisis. In the case of 
COVID-19, firms around the world have responded to the 
crisis in different ways, starting from cost rationalization 
(Lund et al., 2020) and finding market opportunities 
(Buehler et al., 2020), to work-from-home policies and dig-
ital ways of organizing (Agrawal et al., 2020; Boland et al., 
2020). In this study, we seek to understand the initial re-
sponses of Indian companies in continuing economic activ-
ities during the COVID-19 shock. 

III. Methodology 

We undertake the content analysis of newspaper articles 
to understand the responses of Indian firms during the 
COVID-19 outbreak. Content analysis is suitable for analyz-
ing text data by employing both quantitative and qualitative 
approaches (Gaur & Kumar, 2018). Content analysis can be 
carried out through various means, including manual cod-
ing and word frequency and topic modeling (Gaur & Kumar, 
2018). In this analysis, we used manual coding techniques 
to categorize corporate responses at different levels. News 
articles published during the crisis provide rich data about 
how firms responded to the crisis. We searched for news ar-
ticles pertaining to specific responses by firms in this situa-
tion. We first determined our sample period, as follows. 

The World Health Organization declared COVID-19 a 
pandemic on March 11, 2020. Many countries went into 
lockdown around that time. India imposed its first nation-
wide lockdown on March 23, marking the start of economic 
disruption around the country. The country remained under 
full lockdown until the first week of June and then remained 
under partial lockdown in the following months. We thus 
use a sample period from April 1 to June 30, which covers 
the major lockdown period, as well as the first quarter of 
the financial year (India’s GDP estimates are based on the 
financial year from April to March of next year). This early 
period in the crisis is ideal for assessing proactive corporate 
responses, because government relief measures were an-
nounced later, in a staggered manner, which could have 
been mediated by reactive corporate responses. 

After deciding on the sample period, we conducted an 
extensive search for newspaper articles that contained any 
firm-specific response in terms of action taken in relation 

to the COVID-19 situation. We collected digital copies of 
newspapers (e-papers) from politrix.com and dailyepa-
per.in. We collected e-papers from April 1 to June 30, which 
is the first financial quarter during the lockdown period in 
India. We focused on the following newspapers whose digi-
tal copies are readily available and mostly business related: 
Business Line, The Economic Times, The Financial Express, 
and Mint. Our search process was both keyword based and 
based on general scanning. The keyword-based search is 
faster for finding articles, but it depends on the keywords 
to find the right kind. The following keywords were used: 
covid, corona, pandemic, and lockdown. We assumed that 
any COVID-19–related corporate response would contain at 
least one of these keywords. Our purpose with the keywords 
was to find the right articles, as opposed to analyzing the 
keywords themselves. We also manually scanned the news-
papers to augment the news items in case these keywords 
were not sufficient. We used these articles to categorize cor-
porate responses by coding into action items at the first 
level, and then into action categories at the second level 
(see Table 1). 

IV. Findings 

Panel A in Table 1 depicts the number of news articles 
collected by the search process. After removing duplicate 
news reports, we found a total of 242 firm-specific news 
items (involving 158 firms) related to the COVID-19 sce-
nario. Lack of availability of e-papers was high for Business 
Line and Mint; however, The Economic Times and The Fi-
nancial Express covered all the days in April through June, 
with an overlap of around 85% of the days between the two. 
Among all these news items, we found 206 that were re-
lated to corporate responses, with the rest related to opin-
ions or financial impact. Hence, our final sample comprises 
206 news items representing corporate responses during a 
three-month period. 

Our analysis primarily reveals that Indian corporate re-
sponses can be identified under four main categories: the 
business continuity, cost restructuring, new opportunities, 
and social responsibility. There is also variation in how 
firms responded under these broader categories. 

We show the categorization results in Panel B of Table 
1. The share of response categories in percentage terms 
helps us interpret the focus areas of corporate India. We 
find that Indian firms focused not only on business conti-
nuity (32.6%), but also cost restructuring (25.8%) as well 
as new opportunities (30.6%). In terms of business con-
tinuity, they primarily tried to continue operations, such 
as by working from home or resuming operations as soon 
as possible (21.4%). While looking for way to restructure 
costs, firms mostly cut down on employee costs through 
layoffs and salary cuts (20.4%), vis-à-vis cutting other costs 
(3.4%). On the other hand, firms also found new opportuni-
ties in terms of new products or services suited to the new 
normal (19.9%). Albeit relatively fewer, new partnerships 
with complementary businesses also formed in this period 
(3.4%). Finally, many firms displayed social responsibility 
by manufacturing COVID-19–related products or providing 
community services (11.0%). Such proactive responses from 
India corporations kept them resilient and, in turn, played a 
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Table 1. Sample and results 

Panel A: Number of news articles collected in the primary sample 

Newspaper name Article count 

Economic Times 71 

Financial Express 140 

Mint 19 

Business Line 12 

Panel B: Categories of news items related to specific firm actions 

Action Categories Action Items % of News Items 

Business Continuity continue operations 21.4% 

maintain contracts 6.3% 

maintain employee cost 4.9% 

Cost Restructure 

cut employee cost 20.4% 

cut other costs 3.4% 

cut investment budget 1.0% 

renegotiate contracts 1.0% 

New Opportunity new product/service 19.9% 

new investment plan 7.3% 

new partnership 3.4% 

Social Responsibility COVID-19 related help 11.0% 

This table represents the primary sample and the outcome of the content analysis. In Panel A, we show the number of news articles collected by the search process as the primary 
sample. In Panel B, the results are presented in terms of response categories and the percentage of news items as per the identified action categories. All the news in the sample were 
first categorized as action items and then categorized into broader action categories. 

Table 2. Examples of news items related to specific firm actions 

Action Items News Headings 

continue operations Maruti Suzuki, Hyundai plan two factory shifts 

maintain contracts Hero to make full payment to suppliers 

maintain employee cost No pay cuts, all job offers will be honoured by Flipkart 

cut employee cost After Zomato, Swiggy to lay off 1100 employees to cut costs 

cut other costs Oyo to offload more loss making hotels as virus spoils global plans 

cut investment budget Ultratech Cement curbs capex to Rs.1000 crore for FY21 

renegotiate contracts Oyo suspends payments to hotels; partners say clause not in contract 

new product/service Bajaj Consumer Care launches hand sanitizers 

new investment plan Amazon India announces 20000 seasonal jobs in customer service 

new partnership Bharti Airtel partners with Apollo to tackle COVID-19 

COVID-19 related help ZEE to offer support to daily wage earners 

This table presents some examples of news items for different corporate responses. The action items were coded by interpreting the corporate actions from such news items 

key role in the economic recovery. Table 2 shows examples 
of the corporate responses from our sample. 

Additionally, we observe strategic differences in how 
firms responded considering short- as well as long-term 
benefits. Some firms retained employee costs at the same 
level (4.9%). There were other opposite responses, such as 
cutting investments (1.0%) versus making new investments 
(7.3%), and renegotiating contracts (1.0%) versus maintain-
ing contracts with partners (6.3%). 

V. Conclusion 

COVID-19 has created a sudden disruption to the world’s 
economy, including India’s. However, the Indian economy 
bounced back quickly, showcasing corporate resilience amid 
the initial shock. In this study, we try to systematically un-
derstand Indian corporate responses during the lockdown 
period, uncovering economic resilience beyond government 
interventions. Our analysis of corporate actions during the 
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most uncertain period suggests that Indian companies 
mostly focused on employee cost reduction and product 
or service innovation, apart from operational continuity. 
There was considerable focus on social responsibility as 
well. Interestingly, there seems to be wide variation in re-
sponses across firms, which could depend upon industry- as 
well as firm-specific factors. More research and fine-grained 
analysis are needed to tease out the nuanced variations in 
responses, as well as impacts, with the ease of availability 
of data in the future. 
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