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Abstract

The COVID-19 pandemic has caused severe disruptions and consequences to global supply
chains. The pandemic commenced in China in late 2019 and quickly spread throughout the world.
China is a country that plays a key role in international trade as it is a large producer and exporter
of goods. Furthermore, the Swedish retail industry is highly dependent on import goods, from
mainly Asia and Europe, and therefore experienced large challenges as the pandemic caused
major supply chain disruptions. The aim of this study was therefore to investigate how supply
chain disruptions caused by the COVID-19 pandemic have affected the Swedish retail industry,
to gain a deeper understanding of what measures have been used by the Swedish retail industry
to mitigate the consequences. Moreover, the study aimed to describe the main features of the
implemented measures from the chosen segment, which actors within the industry can benefit

from when future disruptions occur.

The study was conducted with a qualitative research approach with abductive reasoning and a
literature study was conducted by collecting theories from previous research. The empirical data
was collected through semi-structured interviews with four respondents from four companies
within the Swedish retail industry. Three of the respondents operated within the DIY (Do It
Yourself) sector and one within the furniture sector and all respondents held top management

positions within the companies' supply chain departments.

The findings of the study demonstrate that the Swedish retail industry has been heavily affected
by the supply chain disruptions caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. The pandemic contributed
to a high level of uncertainty, increased lead-times, delays in deliveries, and increased costs. The
implemented measures taken by the Swedish retail industry have been stricter and more frequent
controls, increased information sharing, and earlier placement of orders to mitigate the
consequences. Moreover, this study contributes to the existing theory of consequences of supply
chain disruptions and gives new perspectives as it demonstrates that the studied companies'

overall profits increased during the supply chain disruption caused by the COVID-19 pandemic.

Keywords: COVID-19 pandemic, supply chain disruptions, supply chain mitigation strategies
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1. Introduction

The first chapter of the study presents an introduction to the subject, followed by a discussion
about problems of supply chain disruptions. Lastly, the purpose, research questions, and

delimitations are presented.

1.1 Background

A crucial player in the global economy and trade is the transport and logistic sector, and
especially maritime transport, as over 80% of international trade by volume is carried by sea
(UNCTAD, 2021). In addition, the global maritime container trade is estimated to account for
around 60% of all maritime trade (Paleck, 2021). Therefore, the shipping industry, among other
sectors, is a sensitive part of the global economy if disruptions appear. Globalization has enabled
companies to expand their businesses and supply chains all over the globe (Stecke and Kumar,
2009). Such expansions have contributed to more complex supply chains and increased their

vulnerability to disruptions, which will affect the retail market' if interruptions appear.

Disruptions are defined as unexpected events that can cause severe consequences. Specifically,
when a disruption occurs in the supply chain, it can cause significant effects in terms of costs and
productivity (Lam and Su, 2015). Lastly, an unpredicted situation, such as the COVID-19
pandemic?, has influenced the world in several aspects. The virus has both directly affected
people's health negatively and has been an external factor that indirectly has influenced global
supply chains severely. The outbreak of COVID-19 (SARS-CoV-2) was declared a world
pandemic by the World Health Organization on March 11, 2020 (WHO, 2022). Governments
have since the outbreak tried to implement several measures to decrease the spreading of the
virus, such as social distancing, travel restrictions, and closures of physical stores (Shen and Sun,
2021). Additionally, many cities and countries have been in lockdown and cross-border

movement has been restricted due to safety concerns, resulting in major supply chain disruptions

I Retail is a business in which the goods or services are sold directly to the consumers, compared to wholesaling
that sales to other businesses or institutional customers. This is done by purchasing large quantities of goods
directly from the producer, and then selling it to the consumers in smaller quantities for a profit (Cambridge
Dictionary, 2022).

2 The first case of the virus was discovered in Wuhan (China) in late 2019 and has by February 22, 2022, caused

over 5.8 million deaths and infected over 424,8 million individuals worldwide (WHO, 2022).



and devastating health issues with a high number of disease cases and deaths. Moreover, besides
large pressure on healthcare and public health effects, the unexpected global COVID-19
pandemic has had large effects on the global economy and trade (Queiros et al., 2020). One
reason that the implications on global supply chains were immense was that the outbreak of the
virus commenced in China, which plays a significant role in international trade as it is a large
producer of input goods. Thus, companies throughout the global supply chains quickly felt the
indirect effects of the disruption (McKibbin & Fernando, 2020; Baldwin & Tomiura, 2020).
Furthermore, the COVID-19 pandemic is described by Sforza and Steininger (2020, p.1) as the

“biggest production disruption in recent world history”.

In addition to the COVID-19 pandemic interrupting global supply chains, another unexpected
event occurred in March 2021, diluting the already ongoing disruptions. More particularly, one
of the world’s largest container ships ever built, Ever Given?®, got stuck for six days in the Suez
Canal, resulting in damming up worldwide shipping and nearly freezing $10 billion in trade each
day as it blocked the canal (Yee & Glanz, 2021). At this point, the global shipping market was
already under strain, as online shopping had increased from the western world due to lockdowns
caused by the COVID-19 pandemic (ibid). Furthermore, China had earlier reduced its ports
throughput due to a lack of workers because of the COVID-19 pandemic. This resulted in a large
number of reduced ship departures from Asia to Europe and an estimation suggests that more

container ship tonnage was lying idle than during the financial crisis in 2008 (Marketa, 2020).

Meanwhile, there was a global shortage of empty containers, all-time high freight rates from
China, production postponement, and delayed commitments. The reduced capacity throughout
the supply chains together with increased demand thus had a large impact on the Swedish retail
industry (Trafikanalys, 2021). Consequently, this naturally affected Swedish companies'
operations and supply chains as well, since Sweden is highly dependent on imports from other
countries, especially from countries in Asia and Europe (Statistiska Centralbyrén, 2022).
Therefore this research will focus on two different areas within the Swedish retail industry, more
specifically the DIY and furniture segments. These two segments have similar sales patterns and

ways of working throughout their organizational structures, and therefore align with each other

3 Ever Given is a container ship that was built in 2018 and sailing under the flag of Panama. It has a length of
400 m, a width of 59 m and a gross tonnage of 220,940 tonnes (VesselFinder, n.d.). The ship was traveling from
China to the Netherlands and was supposed to pass the Suez Canal on March 23, 2021, but turned sideways and
got stuck and blocked the canal for six days. This resulted in severe consequences and a large portion of the
global shipping traffic was backed up behind it (Salam et al., 2021).
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and can be compared fairly as one segment throughout the research. However, Sweden has had
a unique political strategy compared to other European countries, which have not included any
full lockdowns (Van Tatenhove, 2021). Instead of restrictions and lockdowns as in most other
countries, recommendations and measures to support different industries were implemented to

mitigate the consequences, by the Swedish government.

1.2 Research problem

Previous research within the area of the subject has to a large extent focused on (1) supply chain
disruptions, (II) consequences of supply chain disruptions, and (IIl) mitigations strategies.
Regarding previous research and the fact that an unforeseen global pandemic occurred that has
severely affected the whole world as no other event in recent years, it is necessary to conduct

further research within this field.

Further on, globalization has resulted in companies expanding their businesses and supply chains
worldwide, which has contributed to today's supply chains becoming more sensitive to
disruptions (Stecke and Kumar, 2009). If disruptions occur in the supply chain, it can cause
consequences in several different areas within a company, such as on an operational-, financial-
and managerial level. Some of the consequences could be delays in transportation, increased
freight rates, loss of profit, and increased lead-times (PwC, 2022). The COVID-19 pandemic was
an external unexpected event that indirectly affected the global supply chains and caused major
consequences. More specifically, Sweden is highly dependent on imports from other countries
and therefore the Swedish retail industry got heavily affected by the COVID-19 pandemic
(Statistiska Centralbyran, 2022; Trafikanalys, 2021). This has been highlighted by Swedish
newspapers and other media (Stromberg & Rankinen, 2021; Transportforetagen, 2021).
Stromberg & Rankinen, (2021) present that IKEA* has experienced severe consequences, such
as loss of deliveries, prolonged delays in deliveries, lack of available containers, products being
out of stock for long periods of time, etc. Transportforetagen (2021) discussed similar
consequences and mention imbalance in the freight system, fluctuations in demand, and

increased freight rates as some examples.

4 IKEA has not been examined in this research and is only an example that highlighted the problem that the
furniture and DIY sectors have experienced during the COVID-19 pandemic.
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Therefore, the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted companies' issues within
their supply chains, and companies have as a consequence been forced to redesign their supply
chains and work more with mitigation strategies. Moreover, since the COVID-19 pandemic has
accelerated and magnified the problems, they cannot continue to be overlooked as before
(Harapko, 2021). There is still limited research about mitigation strategies and measures taken
during a disruption event as well as related to the COVID-19 pandemic, due to the pandemics'
relatively recent emergence. Consequently, there is a research gap and a need for further research
on how the Swedish retail industry has been affected and what mitigation strategies it has used
during the COVID-19 pandemic. This study can therefore contribute to companies within the
Swedish retail industry, to benefit from this research and apply the results to their proactive work

of mitigation strategies within their supply chains.

1.3 Purpose

The study aims to investigate how supply chain disruptions caused by the COVID-19 pandemic
have affected the Swedish retail industry, to gain a deeper understanding of what measures have
been used by the Swedish retail industry to mitigate the consequences. Moreover, the study aims
to describe the main features of the implemented measures from the chosen segment, which

actors within the industry can benefit from when future disruptions occur.

1.4 Research question

- RQ 1: What type of effects did the supply chain disruptions caused by the
COVID-19 pandemic have on the Swedish retail industry, more specifically the

DIY and furniture sectors?

- RQ 2: What kinds of measures and mitigation strategies have been
implemented and used by the Swedish retail industry to manage the supply

chain consequences caused by the COVID-19 pandemic?

1.5 Delimitations

Supply chain disruptions, their consequences, and their negative effects have been studied by
several authors. However, this study is limited to supply chain disruptions in relation to the
COVID-19 pandemic for Swedish retailers, due to this unexpected event has not been studied to

the same extent as other previous unexpected events. Furthermore, the study is limited to and
4



focuses on the import side of the Swedish retail industry, since Sweden is dependent on imports.
More specifically, the import value per inhabitant is among the highest in the world (Svensk
Handel, n.d.), which justifies the delimitation. Additionally, the study targets companies within
the furniture sector and the hobby- and tool sector (Do It Yourself - DIY) within the Swedish
retail industry. The two sectors were selected since there was a large increase in demand for the
products provided by these types of companies at the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic in
Sweden. Due to restrictions and guidelines from the government, people spent more time at
home, with new habits and needs of e.g. home offices. Thus, these companies' types of products
were requested to a much larger extent than before (Ohlsson, 2020; Bern et al., 2021; Jeffery,
2021). Furthermore, the decision to investigate these sectors was selected since other markets'
demand dropped while these markets' demand increased, which justifies investigating how the

sectors have managed the challenges in their supply chains.



2. Literature review

The following chapter reviews existing literature within the subject. First, sources of supply chain
disruptions are discussed, followed by a review of the consequences of supply chain disruptions,

mitigations strategies, and the COVID-19 pandemic as a source of supply chain disruptions.

2.1 Sources of supply chain disruptions

Previous research within (1) supply chain disruptions has heavily focused on the risk of supply
chain disruptions and their negative effects. Supply chain disruptions that are less likely to occur
tend to cause larger consequences and damage the supply chain to a much higher degree if they
occur, compared to more likely disruptions (Loh et al., 2017). The risk of disruptions is often
categorized in terms of how likely it is to occur. Firstly, there are low-impact and high-likelihood
risks, that do not affect the company's supply chain performance in a major way. Secondly, there
are high-impact and low-likelihood risks, that will have a major effect on the company's supply
chain performance (Kleindorfer & Saad, 2009). Supply chain disruptions can be defined as a
combination of expected and unexpected events that threaten business operations and interrupts
the flow of material between the raw material production and the end consumer (Craighead et
al., 2007; Bode & Macdonald, 2016). In recent years, globalization has made the need for a well-
functioning supply chain a major criteria for success. This since today's manufacturing often
takes place further away from the market a company operates in (Blackhurst, et al., 2005). One
of the problems companies face is the increased risk of disruptions in the supply chain. The
different segments within the supply chain need to be efficient and operate as fast and at the
lowest cost possible. These are some of the key components in what is called modern logistics
that are being used by most actors within the supply chains today. One concept that truly has
helped shape the modern logistics is Lean®, which is part of the Toyota Production Systems
(Liker, 2009). This is described by Lumsden et al., (2019) who discuss how today's logistics
needs to be lean and agile® to fit the modern demand for supply chains. Since today’s supply

chains are widely spread around the globe, and with advanced technologies and many other

3 Lean is part of the Toyota production systems, and is a concept of thinking. It is a way of creating needed
value with fewer resources and less waste, and a manner of continuously improving the ways of working and
being agile to change and adapt (Lean Enterprise Institute, 2020).

6 Agile is a concept that is based on the ability to adapt to changes and respond to them in the best way possible.
It is a concept that helps companies to deal with uncertain environments and potential disruptions
(AgileAlliance, 2015).
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complex parts included, supply chains have become much more vulnerable to disruptions than

they were before.

Furthermore, Snyder et al. (2015) emphasize the fact that supply chain disruptions have been a
problem since the beginning of supply chains as a concept. Moreover, disruptions have in recent
years unfolded to become a more complex and demanding subject for companies to manage.
What can be seen from previous studies within the field of supply chain disruption, is that the
majority of the studies have studied disruption as one common factor for all segments, and not
separated the different segments of disruptions within the supply chain. It is key to understand
that disruptions need to be handled according to what segment it comes from. This has been
described by lJiittner et al., (2003) who state that the sources of disruptions often can be
categorized into three categories in which are: Environmental risk sources, network-related risk
sources, and organizational risk sources. The environmental risk sources are often unpredictable
such as accidents, natural disasters, etc. and they are therefore hard to predict and plan for, but it
is still a necessity to do so as has been highlighted by the COVID-19 pandemic. The network-
related risks of disruption come from bad communication between business partners, which
creates misunderstandings between the different parties. The organizational sources of risk are
often linked to a company's supply chain, such as labor issues that might derive from a strike or
from production breakdowns deriving from failure in the chain, both mechanical and

technological (ibid).

2.2 Consequences of supply chain disruptions

Previous authors have discussed several (1) consequences of supply chain disruptions; this is

displayed in Table 1 which highlights the consequences, the themes, and the different authors.



Table 1 Supply chain disruptions / consequences

Area Themes Authors
Supply Chain Delay in transportation Baghersad and Zobel (2021);
Management Carvalho et al., (2018); Gonzalez-

Change in logistics set-up
*Routing
*Mode of transportation
Disruptions management
Increased vulnerability

Aregall and Bergqvist, (2019);
Guming and Cahoon (2011); Hall,
(2004); Manuj and Mentzer, (2008);
Shen and Sun, (2021); Stecke and
Kumar (2009); Waters, (2011)

Supply Chain Costs

Increased freight rates
Obsolete inventory

Additional management fees
Development costs for new
strategies

Hendricks and Singhal (2005);
Guming and Cahoon (2011); Lam
and Su, (2015); Lindroth et al.
(2020); Vilko and Hallikas, (2011)

Commercial Aspects

Loss of profit

Loss of competitive advantage

Damage to business reputation

Poor customer services

Additional management fees

Hendricks and Singhal (2005);
Guming and Cahoon (2011);
Lindroth et al. (2020)

Supply Chain Increased lead-time Bode and Macdonald, (2017);
Performance Additional management Carvalho et al. (2018); Chopra and
. Sodhi (2004); Christopher et al.,
Over-time (2004); Craighead et al., (2007);
Inefficient decision making Hendricks and Singhal (2005);
Poor resource utilization K'lemdorfer and Saad, (2009);
) ) Lindroth et al. (2020); Loh et al.,
Interupting material flows (2017); MacDonald and Corsi
(2013); Vilko and Hallikas, (2011);
Wilson (2007)
COVID-19 High preasure on healthcare Baldwin and Tomiura, (2020);
Pandemic McKibbin and Fernando, (2020);

Table 1: Elaborated table with added reviewed literature by the authors, which was inspired by
Lindroth et al., (2020) table on consequences of supply chain disruption. The area of ‘COVID-19

pandemic’ is added at the bottom and displayed as an external event that caused disruptions and

Lockdowns

Indirect consequences
Container shortage
Increased led-times

Reduced capacity in the supply
chain

Queiros et al., (2020); Sforza and
Steininger (2020); Shen and Sun,
(2021); Trafikanalys, (n.d.); WHO,
(2020); Yee and Glanz, (2021)

negative consequences in the supply chains, which is related to this research.

Based on previous research, it is evident that the consequences of supply chain disruptions often
cause negative effects on an operational level (Lindroth et al., 2020). When any disruption
happens within the supply chain there will be a disruption that interrupts the material flow. This
will consequently lead to longer lead-times, which in turn can lead to over-time in terms of

delivery, increased need for management, change in logistics channels, penalties to customers,
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missed transfers, etc (ibid). Moreover, Chopra and Sodhi (2004) discuss the occurrence of
disruptions of the transportation flow and mentions several reasons such as terrorist attacks,
natural disasters, labor conflicts, and infrastructure failures. More specifically, Gurning and
Cahoon (2011), Carvalho et al., (2018) and Hall, (2004) discuss the consequences of disruptions
related to maritime transport and mention delays, prolonged delivery time, and lack of services
because of e.g interruptions in the working processes in ports. Additionally, Gonzalez-Aregall &
Bergqvist (2019) discuss the port conflict in Gothenburg in 2016 and its consequences that led
to re-routing of the inbound flows and changing the mode of transportation as consequences of
the supply chain disruptions. Furthermore, Hendricks and Singhal (2005) highlight the increased
costs due to an imbalance between supply and demand because of transportation disruptions and
how the cost may increase due to express freights or obsolete inventory caused by transportation
disruptions. Additionally, both Hendricks and Singhal (2005) and Gurning and Cahoon (2011)
discussed the consequences of disruptions about commercial aspects and mentioned loss of
profits, loss of competitive advantages, a damaged business reputation, and also prolonged lead-
times that relate to the supply chain performance. Moreover, disrupted processes regarding
planning and management and additional management fees will put additional pressure on
companies' financial strain during a supply chain disruption (Vilko & Hallikas, 2011).
Furthermore, Carvalho et al. (2018) and MacDonald and Corsi (2013) emphasize the importance
of an effective decision-making process and planning of the supply chain, to avoid any

disruptions that come from ineffective decision-making processes.

Further on, Stecke and Kumar (2009) also discuss the different types of disruptions that can occur
and how they affect the supply chain. They mainly focused on man-made disruptions and their
consequences, such as terrorist attacks, which can be compared to what is described by Jiittner
et al., (2003) definition of Environmental risk source. Such types of disruptions are often hard to
prevent, however, many companies, especially in the US have since the late 90s put up big
investments in security and mitigation strategies to prevent these kinds of disruptions and their
consequences. Stecke and Kumar (2009) also state that a company can never anticipate all
catastrophes and disruptions, however, no matter the size of the disruption, the damage can
become severe for a company. They discuss various examples, including a specific case of a
blackout in the US, which completely paralyzed the car manufacturing industry due to no

electricity to the plant, which caused immense consequences but could not be anticipated

beforehand (ibid).



Furthermore, Baghersad and Zobel (2021) argue that the consequences of disruptions will differ
much depending on which sector a company operates within, and the size of the company in
terms of profitability measures, sales, and total assets. Additionally, some sectors are more used
to disruption and are therefore more prepared for disruptions compared to other sectors. The
authors state that one sector that is more prepared is the transportation sector since it often needs
to plan ahead for some disruptions and delays, based on how the traffic is around cities. The
transport sector is, therefore, more resilient to disruptions than other industries, but is at the same
time part of many other industries' supply chains and will thereby have an impact on their supply

chain disruption and the following consequences.

Lastly, previous research shows that the consequences of supply chain disruptions caused by the
COVID-19 pandemic can wreak havoc on the supply chain on a global scale, to a much larger
extent than thought before (Queiroz et al., 2020). Although consequences of supply chain
disruptions have been studied effectively before, an external event causing such immense indirect
consequences to global supply chains as the COVID-19 pandemic has not occurred in recent

years (Meyer et al., 2021).

2.3 Supply chain mitigation strategies

Previous research of (11]) mitigations strategies has in general heavily focused on the resilience
to recover from disruption events within the supply chain (Golgeci et al., 2020; Tang, 2006;
Manuj & Mentzer, 2008). However, existing literature does not to the same extent touch on
measures companies in general have taken during an ongoing supply chain disruption. Instead,
much of prior research focuses on what can be done before and after an event of a disruption
(Basu & Wright, 2016; Waters, 2011; Hopkin, 2017; Sodhi & Tang, 2012). Furthermore,
companies that work proactively with mitigation strategies will be more likely to deal with a
bigger disruption within their supply chains, compared to companies that do not work proactively
with mitigation strategies (Waters, 2011; Manuj & Mentzer, 2008). Additionally, Harapko (2021)
conducted a research in the US in a specific case, where a survey was sent out to 200 senior-level
supply chain executives across several companies and sectors, including the retail sector. The
selected companies had at least US$1b in revenues and the results showed that only 2% were

ready to handle a disruption such as the COVID-19 pandemic and the following consequences.
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Moreover, as stated earlier global supply chains have among other things increased companies'
vulnerability to risks. Companies have for a considerable time been aware of the necessity of risk
management strategies and contingency tactics. In this regard, Choi et al. (2016) argue that
supply chain risk management should be one of an organization's top priorities. Companies not
proactively implementing risk management measures could be missing out on potential risks
which in turn could result in a higher probability and impact of risk, thus increasing the
vulnerability if a disruptive event occurs (Manuj & Mentzer, 2008; Waters, 2011). However,
most companies spend a small amount of time and resources on mitigation strategies (Lindroth,
et al., 2020). Lack of data makes it difficult to estimate the likelihood of disruptions occurrence
and to accurately estimate the measures of the impact. This makes it a difficult task for companies
to analyze the benefits and costs of developing risk management strategies and contingency plans

(ibid).

Furthermore, when discussing strategies of supply chain risk management, there are several
approaches for how companies within global supply chains should manage risks. Risk mitigation
strategies are intentional strategic actions that companies take in order to mitigate the
uncertainties they have identified from the different sources of risk (Jiittner et al., 2003).
Furthermore, Jiittner et al., (2003) developed a model which explains four substantial and
interlinked constructs of supply chain risk management. The model derives the terms of supply
chain vulnerability and supply chain risk management. Supply chain vulnerability is connected
to risk sources that outweigh risk mitigation strategies which in turn cause negative supply chain
consequences. From a business perspective, the negative consequences jeopardize the
companies’ possibility to achieve their set goals and the supply chain's effectiveness to serve the
end customer. The aim of supply chain risk management is to identify sources of risk and

implement actions to avoid vulnerabilities in the supply chain (ibid).

Further on, as stated by Lindroth, et al., (2020), most companies are not spending enough
resources on their supply chain mitigation strategies. Choi (2020) emphasizes this as well and
states that the majority of all companies have not learned the lesson and taken on the knowledge
that natural disasters and similar disruptions from the last decade have shown them. Not taking
knowledge from previous disruptions resulted in major disruptions for companies when the
COVID-19 pandemic hit, which could have been avoided if actions had been taken earlier. Choi
(2020) therefore emphasizes and truly underlines the fact that companies need to map and learn

from previous disruptions, to ensure it will not be repeated the next time a similar disruption
11



appears. To do so, it is suggested that companies should map out their supply chain as a whole,
where they need to address all parts of the supply chain and ensure that they can find alternative
solutions and sources to keep it running smoothly even during a big disruption. By mapping their
supply chain they can know in advance how they could change procurement and assure revenue
when in disruption. Many companies prior to the pandemic only focused on having a plan and
set up for their cost savings, since they have not allocated any resources for these strategies
before. Many companies therefore took the easy way to focus on cost savings, but without
revenue, the company will have a hard time surviving and the mapping of their supply chain is
therefore key. Companies will therefore need to work with risk mitigation proactively and learn
from the consequences of the pandemic for their future mitigation strategies. Therefore
companies missed the opportunity to develop and assemble a mitigation strategy before the

pandemic. (ibid)

Further, Blackhurst et al., (2005) discuss three areas that are crucial to successfully managing
supply chain disruptions, namely disruption discovery, disruption recovery, and supply chain

redesign, Further on Blackhurst et al., (2011) discuss supply chain resilience and its importance.

Table 2 Mitigation strategies
Areas Description Authors
Disruption Discovery Information sharing Blackhurst et al., (2005);

Visibility
Information sharing- systems

Hendricks and Singhal,
(2005); Wilson, (2007)

Cooperation
Disruption Recovery Avoidance B"lackhurst etal., (2005);
Control Jiittner et al., (2003);
. Loh and Thai, (2015);
Cooperation Porterfield et al. (2012)
flexibility

Supply Chain Redesign

Understand global supply chain cost
trade-offs, between costs flexibility

Optimizations models

Blackhurst et al., (2005)

Supply Chain Resilience

Vulnerability,
Risk management

Disaster recovery.

Blackhurst et al., (2011);
Christopher and Peck,
(2004); Jiittner and Maklan,
(2011); Kamalahmadi and
Parast (2016); Pettit et al.,
(2019); Ponomarov and
Holcomb (2009); Séenz
and Revilla (2014)

Table 2: Reviewed literature related to supply chain mitigation strategies, based on

Blackhurst et al., (2005) and Blackhurst et al., (2011) (source: interpreted by the authors)
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2.3.1 Disruption discovery

Supply chain disruptions are costly to companies (Hendricks & Singhal, 2005), and to eliminate
or exclude the negative impact of a possible supply chain disruption, companies need to initiate
having an effective manner of discovering supply chain disruptions (Blackhurst et al., 2005).
Discovery of a supply chain disruption leads to the ability to recover and redesign the supply
chain to the most efficient. Blackhurst et al., (2005) further state that visibility and information
sharing are crucial aspects in order to be able to discover possible disruptions. Moreover, faster
information sharing in the emergence of disruption would lower the impacts of the disruption.
Nevertheless, companies should consider the costs of establishing information-sharing systems

to ensure that the benefits of it exceed the costs.

Furthermore, traditional supply chains without advanced information-sharing systems pose a
greater risk of causing bullwhip effects’ throughout the chain. This is due to the fact that
information needs to be transferred through several intermediaries within traditional supply
chains, which can result in miscalculations. On the contrary, supply chains that instead have
implemented advanced information-sharing systems enable the supplier to receive information
from the customer directly, thus minimizing the possibility of the bullwhip effect. Hence, a
supply chain disruption can cause varying degrees of severity depending on the implemented

information system (Wilson, 2007).

2.3.2 Disruption recovery

The first issue a company needs to address when any disruption is discovered is how it as
effectively as possible should recover from it (Blackhurst et al., 2005). Nevertheless, to have the
possibility to recover from a disruption, companies should have solid relationships with actors
throughout the supply chain which will increase the incentives for every actor to recover from a
disruption (Loh & Thai, 2015; Porterfield et al. 2012). Jiittner et al., (2003) discuss four general
mitigation strategies that companies undertake and which are applicable to supply chain contexts,

namely avoidance, control, cooperation, and flexibility.

7 The bullwhip effect is a phenomenon where a small variation in demand from the end-customer results in
fluctuations in orders that are received by upstream suppliers in the supply chain. This can cause severe negative
effects on the performance of the supply chain which is associated with costs, such as excess inventory levels,
machine capacity, etc. (Yang et al., 2021).
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Further on, companies apply the mitigation strategy avoidance when the risk of operating in a
specific geographical area or in a specific product-market is estimated to be unacceptable. In the
perspective of supply chains, this can be related to regional markets and/or supplier and customer
locations, where companies could leave or exclude if it is unreliable (Jiittner et al., 2003).
Furthermore, companies may face several sources of risk simultaneously, and thus may seek to
control various ones, by implementing control strategies. In supply chains, this is often
demonstrated by imposing contractual requirements on suppliers, vertical integration, increased
stockpiling, use of buffer inventory, or maintaining excess capacity in such as production,

storage, handling, and transport (ibid).

In contrast to control mitigation strategies, cooperation includes joint agreements rather than a
company’s unilateral control. More specifically, joint agreements include various actors
throughout the supply chain who collaborate by sharing information about different sources of
risk, with the purpose to improve the understanding and visibility of the supply chain. However,
cooperative risk mitigation strategies are restricted to cooperation with key suppliers (Jiittner et
al., 2003). Furthermore, compared to control mitigation strategies where the aim is to increase
the predictability of various risk sources, the purpose of flexibility initiatives is to improve the
responsiveness of the supply chain which does not take predictability into consideration.
Postponement is one example, which implies that companies delay their decision process of
moving products from one area to another. The benefit of postponement is that it reduces the
companies’ dependence on forecasts while it increases the ability to react and adapt to
fluctuations and disruptions in demand. Multiple sourcing is another approach of flexibility
mitigation strategies, where companies manage risk by spreading the risk to more than one actor.
Lastly, local sourcing is another example that associates with shorter lead times and the potential

for quicker responses, thus resulting in a more flexible supply chain (ibid).

2.3.3 Supply chain redesign

Supply chain redesign is the least developed area of managing supply chain disruptions,
compared to discovery and recovery (Blackhurst et al., 2005). However, when redesigning a
supply chain, it is of great importance to understand global supply chain cost trade-offs, between
cost and flexibility. Additionally, developing optimal and powerful optimization models is
considered challenging. The optimizations models need to correspond to the environment where

the company operates within. Thus, it is crucial to redesign the supply chain in a comprehensive
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manner. Consequently, not redesigning it for a specific point in time but rather for a dynamic

environment that is less vulnerable to disruptions (ibid).

2.3.4 Supply chain resilience

Supply chain resilience is a concept described by Jiittner and Maklan, (2011) and Blackhurst et
al., (2011) that is based on the assumption that some risks are unavoidable and will happen no
matter the measures taken. Various scholars (Jiittner and Maklan, 2011; Blackhurst et al., 2011;
Pettit et al., 2019; Christopher & Peck, 2004; Sdenz & Revilla 2014; Ponomarov and Holcomb,
2009) have conducted research within this field during the last years, but the focus has actively
been changing during this time. In the beginning, scholars focused on costs and customer service
optimization as well as the Lean systems. However, as the focus changed, the closer they got to
focusing on supply chain resilience to help build and develop what is today's global and complex
supply chain management (Pettit et al., 2019; Christopher & Peck, 2004). What followed this
development of the supply chain is that the supply chain resilience did not keep up with the
complexity and development of today’s global supply chains. Hence, vulnerability has been
created in the supply chain that is not as resilient as it needs to be in the global supply chain
network (Sdenz & Revilla 2014). Supply chain resilience is not a fully defined concept and it
may differ from researcher to researcher, however, Ponomarov and Holcomb (2009) describe it
to mostly be around the following subjects: vulnerability, risk management, and disaster
recovery. There is one definition that is relatively new and that describes the new resilience in

supply chain management, which is the one from Kamalahmadi and Parast (2016, p.121);

"The adaptive capability of a supply chain to reduce the probability of facing
sudden disturbances, resist the spread of disturbances by maintaining control
over structures and functions, and recover and respond by immediate and
effective reactive plans to transcend the disturbance and restore the supply

chain to a robust state of operations."

Kamalahmadi and Parast's (2016) have used previous research that has been presented above to
combine and find a definition for supply chain resilience in which all modern aspects are covered.
Supply chain resilience can be simply defined as a concept that covers all types of research,
mitigation strategies, and measures that can be used to help prevent the negative impacts that

disruption on the supply chain can cause (ibid).
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2.4 The COVID-19 pandemic as a source of supply chain disruptions

The outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic put the world in imbalance and was an external factor
that indirectly affected companies and their supply chains, which led to a change in the way
companies view supply chains and their disruptions. It quickly propagated and exposed
vulnerability in the supply chains throughout the world and there is no certain timeline for when
or if it will return to the same conditions as before the pandemic (Harapko, 2021; Shen & Sun,
2021). What can be seen is that very few were to consider and research a pandemic's impact on
the supply chain before the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, instead there were only a few
that did: (Chick et al., 2008; Dasaklis et al., 2012; Ekici et al., 2014; Santos et al., 2014; Schaetter
et al., 2019). Specifically, Simchi-Levi et al. (2014) discuss potential reasons for it and cite that
it could be due to the fact that a pandemic is seen as a low probability disruption in a supply
chain, but with a high impact as discussed above in paragraph (2.1), where it is stated that it is
hard to foresee. However, some of the researchers mentioned above have argued that the world
needs to be ready for an event such as a pandemic. Moreover, the authors of the literature argue
that this is due to urbanization, the steady increase in population, and the climate changes that
globalization causes. One factor that they highlight as one of the most important ones is that
people travel across continents to a much higher degree, which can lead to a higher spread of
viruses (Dasaklis et al., 2012; Ekici et al., 2014). Moreover, Ekici et al. (2014) and Patel et al.,
(2020) further discuss and argue about the success of using quarantines to help reduce and stop
the spread of a virus in a pandemic, and therefore help stabilize the supply chains since the
disruption will be less time-consuming. Even if countries around the world have had quarantines
and other measures to prevent the consequences of the pandemic, it has still become a global
disruption, affecting companies in all types of industries and sectors worldwide (van Hoek,
2020). The COVID-19 pandemic is not similar to any other disruption in recent years. However,
what can be compared as a disruption close to the same scope caused by an external factor, is the
financial crisis in 2008 that had an indirect impact on global supply chains. Additionally, another
disruption caused by an external factor was the port conflict in Port of Gothenburg in 2016, which
however mostly affected Sweden but had an indirect impact on companies supply chains (Jiittner
& Maklan, 2011; Lindroth et al., 2020). What needs to be kept in mind is the fact that the COVID-
19 pandemic commenced just over two years ago, which results in not enough research existing
in regards to how the pandemic has affected supply chain management. However, Ivanov,
(2020a); Ivanov, (2020b); van Hoek, (2020); Flynn et al., (2021); Nikolopoulos et al., (2021)
have conducted research in the field of how the COVID-19 pandemic has affected the supply
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chain management. Ivanov (2020a) conducted research based on what type of challenges the
pandemic puts on the supply chain, where he discuss the supply chain model that is used and
how it needs to be agile, resilient, and sustainable to be able to work with the modern environment
that is constantly changing. Other qualitative research was conducted by van Hoek (2020) with
the focus to obtain new insights and perspectives on how managers have experienced the
pandemic to better suggest how others could conduct future research around COVID-19.
Moreover, the other authors, Ivanov (2020b); Flynn et al., (2021); Nikolopoulos et al., (2021),
have conducted studies in the same field and came up with similar results, which strengthen what

has been presented by Ivanov (2020a) and van Hoek (2020).
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3. Methodology

This chapter outlines the applied methodology of the study where firstly the research design of a
qualitative and an abductive approach is presented. Further, a detailed description of the study's
research process is presented followed by a description of the data collection and data analysis.
Lastly, the quality and ethical considerations of the study are presented as well as the study’s

limitations.

3.1 Qualitative research approach

To be able to answer the research question and to fulfill the purpose of the study, a qualitative
approach was taken which was motivated by the desire to attain an in-depth understanding. In
contrast to a quantitative approach which applies numerical data and utilizes statistical analysis,
a qualitative approach employs descriptive data in order to interpret and analyze the data to attain
the research outcome (Collin & Hussey, 2014). One of the main benefits of the qualitative
research method approach is its possibility to achieve in-depth analysis (Yin, 2018; Patel &
Davidsson 2019). Examples of qualitative research approaches include interviews, observations,
or analysis of texts (Collis & Hussey, 2014). In contrast to quantitative methods that achieve
generalization, credibility, and representativeness through statistically correct samples,
qualitative data achieves this in other ways, such as gaining insights into respondents' experiences
and feelings (Trost, 2010). A qualitative research approach tends to be more open and
appropriate than a quantitative one when intending to understand how people react and reason
about phenomena. The choice of a qualitative research approach was based on the study’s
purpose and research problem, thus the authors considered it necessary to get in touch with
individuals from the furniture and DIY sector to find out their experiences. This to be able to
generate a deeper understanding of how the COVID-19 pandemic has affected the Swedish retail
industry.

3.2 Abductive reasoning

There are three main reasoning approaches when conducting a research; inductive, deductive,
and abductive. An abductive reasoning approach has been used for the study in order to avoid
limitations that could possibly arise from the traditional inductive and deductive approach (Bell
et al., 2019). In inductive research, the theory is developed from the observation of empirical

reality. On the contrary, deductive research develops a theoretical framework which later is
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examined by empirical observations (Collin & Hussey, 2014). An abductive approach consists
of an interaction between an inductive and deductive approach and enables the researcher to
move between theory and empiricism and to reinterpret them throughout the process for a better
understanding. This study commenced with a deductive approach, where previous research and
theories were the initial positions for the study. This was motivated by the reason that the author's
needed a broader understanding of the subject in order to be able to develop and design the
empirical part. This research process began with an idea of the subject followed by a literature
review of scientific articles of previous research within the subject, to subsequently identify the
research problem. Later, the study was carried out through an inductive approach, which involves
the collection of empirical data which then is analyzed and linked to existing theories. The use
of the abductive approach made it possible to analyze patterns in the empirical data based on

different theories and increased the understanding of the subject and the flexibility of the study.

3.3 Research process

3.3.1 Literature review

In order to obtain a trustworthy study, a literature review was conducted. The reviewed literature
was retrieved from secondary sources, from primary scientific articles from various databases,
such as Google Scholar, Scopus, Library of the University of Gothenburg, and Chalmers library.
Secondary sources are information collected from other existing sources that have been collected
in the past and are public or available to a certain public (Yin, 2018). A literature review is a
process that enables the researcher to further learn and understand all collected information
around a given field of research (Collis & Hussey, 2014). This includes what types of methods
are commonly used in previous research, and with the help of this be able to critically analyze
the literature and conduct further research within the field of study. To be able to conduct an
equitable literature review with a systematic order, certain things need to be defined before any
data is collected, such as defining the scope of the research in terms of geography and time (ibid).
The authors of this study therefore delimited the reviewed secondary sources to no older than 20
years in order to avoid outdated information and ensure as accurate information as possible in
the study. Initially, the search for secondary sources was broad in order to gain an overall
understanding of the subject area. As the understanding increased, it became more subject-
focused. Collis and Hussey (2014) also discuss the importance of defining keywords for the
study, in order for the searching of information to be as efficient, narrow, and accurate as

possible. The keywords that were mainly used when searching for secondary sources were:
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COVID-19 pandemic, supply chain disruptions, supply chain mitigation strategies, consequences
of disruptions, commercial aspects, supply chain performance, disruption discovery, disruption
recovery, supply chain redesign, supply chain resilience, supply chain management, supply chain
costs. In parallel with the search for scientific articles, information about especially the COVID-
19 pandemic was searched and collected from websites, newspapers, and company websites to
be able to obtain information about the furniture and DIY sectors as well as information about

the COVID-19 pandemic and the blockage of the Suez Canal.

3.3.2 Sample method

The sampling method that has been used in this study is quota sampling, which is a non-
probability sampling method with the purpose to create a sample of individuals who is
representative of a larger specific population (Bell et al., 2019). The quota sampling represents a
population in terms of different key aspects and categories, that in this study has represented four
different companies. What differentiates a quota sample from a stratified sample is that a
stratified sample is carried out by randomly selecting the individuals that will represent the
population. Quota sampling of individuals is not carried out by randomly chosen individuals, but
rather by selecting the participants by certain predetermined criteria (ibid). Once the criteria are
set and the desired number of participants is decided, the choice is up to the researchers to select
participants that fit the criteria to meet the standards that are needed for the study (ibid). This
study had three predetermined criteria, where the first criteria were that the segment should be
the Swedish retail industry, more specifically the furniture or DIY sector. The companies within
the selected sectors were additionally required to possess a turnover that exceed at least 400
million SEK in order to ensure a specific size and scope of the companies' supply chains and
operations. This criterion was established since a company with a lower turnover would have too
many differences in their supply chains and operations within the company, however, after the
400 million SEK turnover limit and above, the ways of working and setups are similar and
therefore comparable. The second criteria was that the respondents were required to work within
a company of the chosen segments and within the companies' supply chain department. Lastly,
the third criteria was that the participants were to have a top management position within the
company's supply chain department. When a potential respondent met the criteria, contact was
made by the authors via LinkedIn and email. The candidates who had a positive attitude to
participate in the study and confirmed their interest were considered suitable for the collection of
the empirical data. Since the respondents held the same type of role within their company, they

represented their company and its share of the chosen segment. The respondents could therefore
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present how their company had been affected by the COVID-19 pandemic, and how the
respondent had perceived the pandemic's impact on the company. The companies, as well as the
respondents, are presented as A, B, C, and D to maintain their anonymity. Regarding the criteria

of the sampling, the selected companies and respondents have therefore been homogeneous.

3.3.3 Interview participants

The interviewed respondents in this study have been carefully selected based on their working
experience and position within a company that operates within the furniture or DIY sector. All
respondents had proven experience within their position and possessed a position with
characteristics that could be related to the research topic, thus within the area of logistics and
supply chain. The participants have been kept anonymous to obtain their and their companies'
trust. Moreover, keeping them anonymous enabled the authors to collect trustworthy information
since the respondents were able to share sensitive information to a larger extent than if they were
not kept anonymous. Before each interview, an email with information about the topic of the
interview was sent to inform the respondents about the topic of the study and the intended areas

to discuss. Below the respondents who participated in the study are presented:

Table 3 mterview Participants

Sector Company Respondent Position Years ,Of Management Level Durati.on of
Experience Interview

DIY Company A  Respondent A Supply Chain Manager 25 Years Top Management 53 Min

DIY Company B Respondent B Head of Supply Chain 25 Years Top Management 48 Min

DIY Company C  RespondentC  Head of Logistics 20 Years Top Management 54 Min

Furniture Company D  RespondentD  Purchase Manager 8 Years Top Management 45 Min

Table 3: Information about the interviews and description of the interview participants

(source: authors)

3.3.4 Data collection

The empirical data within this study has exclusively been collected from primary sources through
four qualitative semi-structured interviews. Primary sources are collected data from original
sources, which could be such as; surveys, case studies, experiments, or interviews (Collis &
Hussey, 2014). Semi-structured interviews are designed to encourage the respondent to talk about
main topics of interest by developing and preparing some questions prior to the interview and
retaining the opportunity to ask complementary questions (Bell et al., 2019). The choice of semi-
structured interviews was made in order for the data collection to be as uniform as possible (Yin,

2018). The semi-structured interviews were held face to face via the communication platforms
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Zoom and Microsoft Teams and lasted between 45 to 54 minutes. The interviews were conducted
with four different actors within the Swedish retail industry, and with a selection of four
respondents, one from each of the four companies. The respondents held top management roles
within the studied companies' supply chain departments. The interviews were conducted to
generate a further and deeper understanding of the chosen sectors and aimed to collect data on
how the companies have worked before, during, and after the COVID-19 pandemic, to gain an
insight into how the companies have worked with mitigation strategies during the pandemic.
Moreover, data from secondary sources such as scientific articles as well as media articles have

been used to collect data, where the media articles for example were newspapers.

3.3.5 Semi-structured interviews

The interviews that were conducted were as previously mentioned qualitative interviews of the
semi-structured type, which consisted of a high structure but with a low standardization.
Furthermore, Trots (2010) and Bell et al.,(2019) argue that interviews with a high structure are
interviews that focus on a specific subject topic, that the respondents are free to answer as they
like, which in this study was how the COVID-19 pandemic has affected the companies' supply
chains and what type of mitigation strategies they have been used. The interviews collected the
respondents' own experiences in how they had perceived their companies' strategies and way of
working during a supply chain disruption. The biggest advantage that comes of using interviews
as the primary source of data collection is that it gives the authors the possibility to ask the
respondents specific- and open questions (Trots, 2010). In a semi-structured interview, the
possibility to ask follow-up questions that build on the respondents' answers, is significant to
minimize the risk of misconceptions about the answers. Moreover, the low standardization allows
the researchers to change the order of the questions to better suit the discussion, as well as
customize the questions to match the previous answers. The interview approach needs to be well
planned and thought through before the questions are asked to the respondents and the interview
is conducted. This is described by Collis and Hussey (2014) who emphasize the importance of
clarifying what type of information is needed and wished for the research to be able to be

conducted, and in what way it is planned to be collected from the empirical sources.

When preparing for the interviews in this study, an interview guide (see Appendix I) was made
based on the theoretical framework of this research. The interview guide covered the different
areas of the specific topic that was going to be discussed during the interviews in order to be able

to answer the research questions, more particularly the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic and
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mitigations strategies and measures in relation to the pandemic. An interview guide acts as a
guideline that the interviewer use during the interview to make sure all areas are covered that are
desired to be answered in order to be able to conduct the research (Trost, 2010; Bell et al., 2019)
The interview guide should not contain any fixed questions as it might force the interviewer in a
certain direction in their answer. It would rather have a specific area of the topic and that the
questions that are asked are formulated around the previous answer given to better make the
discussion going and get deeper discussions and answers from the respondents. Also to be able

to choose in which order the questions should be based on the answers given by the respondent.

With the consent of the respondents, the interviews were recorded, which enabled to include
exact quotes from the respondents in the study. Additionally, recording of the interviews brought
the possibility to perceive how the respondents responded, not just what they said (Bell et al.,
2019). Furthermore, the interviews were conducted in Swedish, however, the questions were
firstly asked in English as they were written in the interview guide and right after translated to
Swedish as the discussion was held in Swedish. The quotes that are used in the report are
therefore translated from Swedish to correct English, in terms of a correct structure and

understanding which was approved by the respondents.

3.3.6 Data analysis

The data analysis that was used in this study was a thematic analysis, which according to Bell et
al., (2019) is one of the most common and widely used ones when analyzing qualitative data,
which also is confirmed by Braun and Clarke (2021). As described by Braun and Clarke (2013;
2021) in their book “Thematic analysis: A practical guide” this type of analysis is “a method for
identifying, analyzing, and interpreting patterns of meaning (“themes”) within qualitative data”
(p. 297). Inductive thematic analysis is an analysis that is not shaped by any existing theories
and is thereby focused on generating a qualitative analysis from the collected data rather than
from any theory (ibid). Braun and Clarke (2013; 2021) provide a theoretical framework for how
a researcher should design their work and what seven stages it should consist of for it to be

sufficient, which are the following;

1. Transcription
Reading and familiarization; taking note of items of potential interest.

Coding- Complete; across the entire dataset.

D

Search for themes.
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5. Reviewing themes (producing a map of potential themes between them - the Thematic
map).

6. Defining and naming themes.

7. Writing- Finalizing analysis.
This thematic analysis was developed by Braun and Clarke (2013) since they saw the lack of
versions that actually provided a giving on how researchers should produce a data analysis. The
biggest advantage of the thematic analysis is the method's flexibility and broad spectra, as it only
provides the researcher with a method for analyzing the data, thus giving the researcher space to
conduct its work in its own way. Because of its flexibility, it has become a method that is used
widely since it can be used to answer a large proportion of research questions, since it can handle
most types of data sets that are collected. This gives the researcher the opportunity to use the
method for many different analyses, for example, both experimental and critical analysis (ibid).
The use of thematic analysis was chosen for this study because it is a beneficial method for
analysis when the researchers are relatively new to the field of qualitative research (Braun &
Clarke, 2013). Moreover, it is a sufficient method to use within student projects and student
papers, which this research is categorized as. Another aspect that was mentioned before was that
it gives flexibility to the investigators in many areas of their research project, for example in what
type of research questions they can use, what theories could be used, how the data could be
collected, and how large the data set needs to be, etc. However, the method also comes with some
disadvantages such as its limited interpretative powers, but this is mostly when used with an
already existing theoretical framework. Another aspect is that it lacks the guidance that might be

needed to reach higher and more interpretative analysis (ibid).

The analysis of the data in this study followed the steps described by Braun and Clarke (2013),
in which the first step was to conduct a transcription. This was done by transcribing the semi-
structured interviews that had been conducted. The purpose of transcription of the interviews was
to avoid distorting the respondents' answers and to be able to interpret exact words. The next step
was to read through the transcripted material and familiarize with the data that had been collected,
thus discovering potential items and interests. Thereafter, the researchers coded the entire data
sets by identifying similarities and differences between the respondents. This was an important
part for conducting efficient research and to proceed to the next step of finding common themes
from the different respondents (Braun & Clarke, 2013; Collis & Hussey, 2014). A key aspect that
allows identifying common themes is that the interviews followed the same order by an interview

guide, which was done in this study. This kept the answers to be in the same direction without
24



constraining the respondent and their answers. When analyzing and searching for different
themes in the transcription, a mapping and categorization of the themes were made. The
identified categories were then named and colorized, to help identify the different themes and
identify key variables, and key connections to the reviewed literature, which in turn helped to
increase the trustworthiness of the study (Braun & Clarke, 2013; Collis & Hussey, 2014).

The main themes from the reviewed literature were Supply chain disruptions and Mitigation
strategies and the themes that were discovered during the analysis of the transcription represented
similarities and differences between the respondents in relation to the topic of the research. The
identified themes during the analysis were:

- Increased lead-time Increased costs for:

- Increased sales - Deliveries

- Delivery delays - Raw Material

- Crisis management Reevaluating of the supply chain

- Inventory Increased control strategies
When all the steps but the last were completed, an analysis was conducted where the empirical
findings were compared with the reviewed literature presented in Chapter 1 and Chapter 2. This

enabled the researchers to gain a deeper understanding and later draw conclusions.

3.4 Research Quality

3.4.1 Validity/Reliability

Collis and Hussey (2014) emphasize the importance of evaluating the study's results and quality.
When evaluating the quality of a research, certain factors such as validity and reliability are
important in order for it to be considered as a high-quality research. Validity is described as the
research accuracy in what measurements and what data have been used, since it is an important
aspect when evaluating the quality of the research and how well the questions of the research
have been answered. In contrast, reliability is described as how likely it is that anyone will come
to the same results if they were to conduct the same research again with the same theories, data,
and methods (ibid). Since this is a research conducted with qualitative methods, it is according
to Bell et al., (2019) of greater importance to focus if the research is of great trustworthiness

rather than focus on validity and reliability described by Collis and Hussey (2014).
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3.4.2 Trustworthiness

To evaluate if a research obtains a high level of trustworthiness, four different types of areas
should be evaluated; dependability, credibility, conformability, and transferability (Bell et al.,
2019). These four areas are similar to validity and reliability but are more commonly used for

qualitative methods research studies.

Dependability is similar to reliability since they both focus on the probability of obtaining the
same results if conducting the same research again, with the same components (Bell et al., 2019).
Credibility could be compared with validity, since these focus on the accuracy of the used data,
measurements, and if some mistakes were made in the process of conducting the research. Since
this research collected the data from semi-structured interviews, there is a risk that some errors
could have occurred by missing some data described by the respondents. The credibility can be
questioned since the respondents were kept anonymous, however, it is strengthened by the
provided interview guide in the appendix, which displays a transparent view of what kind of
questions were asked. As mentioned above, some errors or biases could have been made, which
is measured by the conformability. Conformability measures the level of biases within the
research depending on the people conducting and participating in it, and how it has affected the
results (ibid). To increase the conformability of this study, the interviews were held in an
environment which the respondents themselves were allowed to choose. This for the reason that
the respondents would feel comfortable, thus minimizing being influenced by the interviewers.
The research topic could then be allowed to be discussed in an open and easy environment which
mitigated the risk of the answers being affected and distorted. The last factor that needs to be
considered is transferability, which covers how the results could be generalized and transferred
to another project or environment (ibid). This research could be perceived to have a high level of
transferability since the secondary sources that have been used are general and not specific to
any company or project. The choice of general secondary sources was made since the field of
research is rather unexplored as the COVID-19 pandemic is still ongoing at the time of
conducting this research. Moreover, all empirical data has been described as transparent as

possible simultaneously as the research process has been described thoroughly.

3.5 Ethical considerations & confidentiality

When conducting a research, it is of great importance to consider the ethical aspects. According

to Collis and Hussey (2014), it is of great importance to consider the integrity of the sources and
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their privacy, confidentiality, anonymity, transparency, dignity, honesty, and that the sources are
voluntary to participate in the study. This is highly compatible with what this study has taken
into consideration, as it is of high importance to protect the collected data that might be
confidential and that can harm the respondents' companies if it is released to the public. Each of
the different ethical aspects of this research has been considered, which is presented in the
following:

Privacy

The privacy of the respondents has been respected by informing them about how and for what
the data given during the interviews was used for. The participants have all been asked in advance
if they would like to participate in the study.

Confidentiality

All information that has been collected within this study has been kept confidential and therefore
all the respondents' names have been coded with A, B, C, and D in order to not be able to trace
what company they work at.

Anonymity

As described above, all respondents' names have been coded, therefore all respondents have
participated anonymously, and the same applies to the company they work at. They all confirmed
their consent to the researchers, that their title of their position and their years of experience
within supply chain and logistics could be mentioned in the study.

Transparency

This study was written as transparent as possible, therefore the authors have not excluded any of
the collected data. The data has been presented anonymously to the reader to maintain the
confidentiality of the respondents and their companies.

Dignity

The respondents that have chosen to participate in this research have all been treated with
professional respect and dignity. This has been done by providing an introduction of the authors
in advance of the interview and keeping the interviews to the subject and as time-efficient as
possible. Furthermore, the authors acted neutral no matter the answer given by the respondents.
Honesty

The participants have all been informed about the intentions of the interview and the usage of the
collected data, and for what purpose it is collected. This was done in advance of the interview by
email as well as at the beginning of each interview.

Voluntary participation
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As stated, all respondents that have participated in this research have done so voluntarily, and
they have been informed that they at any point and time can withdraw their participation by
contacting the authors. As mentioned before, is it important to inform and get permission from
the participants that the interviews are to be recorded. All the data that is collected is important
to keep confidential as the respondents have been given the promise that they are to participate
anonymously and that the data only will be used for the purpose of compiling the results for the
study, thus not be further distributed. To ensure the respondents that the data would stay
anonymous and confidential, they were informed that the recordings will be deleted after the

completion of the master thesis.

3.6 Limitations

Given the study's chosen method and delimitations, certain limitations have arisen. The study
included four qualitative interviews with respondents from the chosen sectors within the Swedish
retail industry. Three of the interviews were conducted with respondents from companies within
the DIY sector while only one interview was held with a company from the furniture sector.
However, both of these two sectors have similar structures and trends that their sales follow,
which leads to their range of products differing from season to season, and their company setups
and ways of working align. Therefore furniture companies could be fairly compared with the
DIY companies and are therefore included in the comparisons between the DIY companies since
their supply chains and their disruptions will most likely align in structure and operational effects.
Furthermore, three of the studied companies were considerably larger companies in terms of
turnover and number of employees, compared to the fourth one. The generalizability of the study
could therefore have increased if more, as well as the same number of interviews, were conducted
in both sectors. Additionally, the generalizability of the study could also have increased if all

companies were similar in size in terms of turnover and number of employees.

Furthermore, only two sectors within the Swedish retail industry were studied. Thus, other
sectors within the Swedish retail industry may have experienced other issues and difficulties. As
previously mentioned, the DIY sector and the furniture sector were chosen since there was a large
increase in demand for the products provided by these types of companies at the beginning of the
COVID-19 pandemic in Sweden. However, it would have been beneficial to study other sectors

within the industry to further ensure generalizability.
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3.7 Method discussion

The purpose of this study was to provide insights into how the COVID-19 pandemic has affected
the Swedish retail industry, to proceed with this a qualitative method has been used. The
qualitative method using abductive reasoning was chosen because the advantage of using
abductive reasoning is that it allows the researcher to modify and adapt the theoretical framework
so that it aligns with the collected data. Aligning the data with the theory allows the researcher
to conduct a deeper analysis. The usage of a qualitative method was chosen since it is the most
common and widely used method when investigating a sector or a company, and the conducted
interviews have created insights into the industry. Therefore, the usage of qualitative semi-
structured interviews was motivated, to get in-depth insights from respondents that were chosen
from the companies within the selected sectors (the Swedish retail industry). The interviews
allowed the respondents to answer freely but within the chosen topic resulting in a natural flow
of the interview (Bell et al., 2019). The decision to conduct the interviews in Swedish was taken
since the native language of all respondents was Swedish. Conducting the interviews in the
respondents' native language made it easier for them to answer without constraints compared to
if they were to answer in English, which could have led to some language boundaries. The
interviews were conducted with the help of the interview guide (Appendix 1) which the
researchers followed and based their questions on. The interview guide was written in English
and the questions were therefore translated to Swedish by the researchers during the interview,
however, the questions were also asked in English to ensure that the respondents understood the
question correctly, and to eliminate any translation errors from the researchers. The quotes that
have been cited in this study have therefore been translated by the authors to correct English. The
sample selection process was done with the help of the supervisor that guided the authors in what
type of companies would be suitable to collect data from, to give a good understanding of the
whole segment. After the selection of companies was done, the companies were contacted, and
the selection of respondents was made. The selected respondents were individuals with top
management positions within the company's supply chain and purchasing department, who were
responsible for the entire supply chain and sourcing of products. Both the respondents and the
collected data were presented anonymously in the study and the authors could therefore not
present the company’s names, their partner companies, or suppliers. To anonymously present the
collected data might be considered a problem for the trustworthiness of the study. However, it
was necessary in order to keep both the respondents' and their companies' integrity in order to

not leak any sensitive information. As the respondents in the study are few in number, it aligns
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with a qualitative method that often uses a smaller number of respondents. The small number of
respondents could lead to difficulties in generalizing the results and for the researchers to be
subjective, due to the risk of the researcher interpreting the data incorrectly. Therefore, the
authors have clearly described why the research was conducted for the respondents' as well as
presented the data as transparent as possible without compromising the respondents' integrity. A
thematic analysis was used to identify themes in the collected data when transcribing the material.
This since the thematic analysis approach is a flexible analytical method that helps the researcher
to conduct the analysis through several stages, which allows the researchers to identify and
analyze themes in the collected data. The usage of the thematic analysis and its several steps
combined with color coordination helped the authors to separate the data and find themes that
were relevant to the study. The new identified themes during the analysis were added to the ones
that were created from the theoretical framework before the interviews. This helped the authors
to get a broad picture of what the data presented and enabled them to analyze it in an efficient

and less subjective way.
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4. Empirical findings

The fourth chapter presents the empirical findings from the conducted qualitative semi-
structured interviews. Firstly, a brief description of the companies and their supply chain are
presented. Secondly, the empirical findings are presented per company divided into sections, The
COVID-19 pandemic and Supply chain mitigation strategies with subheadings that cover the

theoretical framework and the interview guide.

4.1 Description of the companies and their supply chains

Company A

Company A operates within the DIY sector and sources 60% of its products from Asia, 35%
from Sweden, and the remaining from countries in Europe. The products from Asia are mainly
transported in containers to the Port of Gothenburg and from there further transported by rail to
Company A’s central distribution center. All flows and all imported goods are transported to the
central distribution center that holds storage for Company A's 115 department stores and its e-
commerce, and Company A cooperates with carriers that handle the outbound distribution. The
department stores receive delivery of goods 3-4 times a week depending on their sales volumes,
and Company A is a part of the carrier's scheduled services, thus not forced to optimize its
outbound transports. Moreover, Company A has an office in Asia where employees work closely

with suppliers and factories in order to control the flows.

Company B

Company B operates within the DIY sector in four countries: Sweden, Norway, Finland, and
Germany. It sources 50% of its products from Asia, where China accounts for approximately
80%, and the rest is sourced from Vietnam, India, Bangladesh, and Pakistan. The products from
Asia are delivered primarily by sea and in some exceptional cases by rail. The products are first
transported to ports in Europe, such as Rotterdam or Hamburg where they are transshipped to
feeder ships that transport them further to ports in Sweden. The other 50% is sourced from Europe
from countries such as Sweden, Finland, Germany, Turkey, Belgium, and Portugal. 40% of the
sourced volumes from Europe are bought from multinational established suppliers and 10% of
the volumes sourced from Europe are sourced by the company itself. The products from Europe
are delivered mainly by truck, however, the company is working on switching more to sea due

to both costs- and environmental benefits. Moreover, the company has one sourcing office in
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Asia and one company office in India which both works to ensure that the production meets the
dimensions of the company's requirements and desires. The company has one central distribution
center in Sweden where basically all goods are delivered, with some exceptions for bulky articles
or some specific local brands that are delivered directly to the department stores. It handles all
distribution from the distribution center to its department stores by itself, where it has agreements
with approximately 20 haulers who deliver up to five times a week depending on the volume of

the department stores.

Company C

Company C operates within the DIY sector in Sweden, Norway, Finland, and the UK and sources
65% of its products from Asia. These products are mainly transported in containers to ports in
Europe where they are transshipped to feeder vessels that continue the transport to the Port of
Gothenburg. Thereafter the products are further transported by rail to Company C's central
distribution center. A small portion of the products from Asia are transported by air or rail,
however, this is tried to be minimized. The majority of the remaining part is sourced from Europe
and these products are transported mainly by truck to a hub in the south of Sweden where they
are transshipped to rail for further transportation to the central distribution center. Additionally,
Company C has some Swedish suppliers which deliver their products directly to the central
distribution center. Company C has approximately 225 department stores simultaneously as it
provides e-commerce. The e-commerce is served by both the distribution center but also by seven
feeder stores, where products are picked and sent to the customers. The outbound distribution
from both the central distribution center and the feeder stores is handled by several carriers, where
Company C is a part of the carriers' scheduled services. Moreover, Company C has one office in

Asia and one in Europe, which handles the dialogues with the suppliers and factories.

Company D

Company D operates within the furniture sector and sources the majority of its products from
Asia, where 75-80% is sourced from China. Additionally, some of its suppliers are located in
Vietnam, Indonesia, Malaysia, India, Turkey, and Sweden. The products from Asia are
transported by sea, in mainly full containers, to ports in Europe where they are transshipped to
feeder's vessels for further transportation to Sweden. The remaining 10-15% of the products are
sourced from several countries in Europe, such as Sweden and Turkey, and are mainly delivered
by truck. The company has an office in China with three employees who have daily contact with

its suppliers to ensure quality and requirements. Company D only sells its products directly to
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resellers and not directly to the end customer, thus resulting in another distribution model. The
majority of Company D's products are stocked in their own central warehouse in Sweden.
However, a part of the products sold is delivered directly to Company D’s reseller's own
distribution centers, who in turn handle the distribution with their own haulers and freight

agreements.

4.2 The COVID-19 pandemic

4.2.1 The COVID-19 pandemic's effects on the companies' supply chains

Company A

Respondent A described that the COVID-19 pandemic has had large effects on several aspects
of their business and supply chain. One aspect is that sales of products within their assortment
that do not normally sell much have increased considerably. An example of a category of
products that increased in sales was workout products, where Respondent A expressed that
Company A is not customers' normal first choice within this segment. However, the Swedish
government's restrictions and recommendations followed that Swedish citizens were told to stay
at home. People still wanted to be able to work out and the demand for workout products
increased. This resulted in ordinary resellers for workout products running out of stock and
Company A became a large actor. As a consequence of this, Company A increased its sales by
four times and sold out its entire stock. In response to this, Company A bought and filled its stock
with its normal amount of workout products but got to experience the same process again when
the second wave of the COVID-19 pandemic occurred. A decision to buy a larger amount of
products than normally was then taken which resulted in Company A having a surplus of stock
by the time of the interview, due to the difficulty to estimate the consequences of the pandemic,

according to Respondent A.

Respondent A further described the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on an operational level
and expressed that Company A has a general strategy of having a large stock even if they are
aware that it ties up much capital. This resulted in Company A increasing its market shares during
the COVID-19 pandemic because they were able to match the customer demand when other
companies could not and thus broke its record in both sales and earnings in 2020. Nevertheless,
Company A has also incurred large costs during the pandemic, which Respondent A means has
been most affected during the pandemic. One aspect is that they have been forced to monitor

everything more carefully than they had normally done, with stricter controls of their inbound
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flows. Additionally, the increased container freight rates and the increased price of raw materials
have affected Company A’s business and supply chain as well. In contrast, the least affected
segment of Company A has been its daily business. Respondent A explained that employees in
the office have worked from home which has been different from normal, however, the daily
business has not been affected largely. Nor has the central warehouse been affected as they have
had an extremely low spread of the virus with only one known confirmed case that has been

infected by another employee.

However, Company A still experiences the consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic within its
supply chain, although it is not as noticeable as at the beginning of the pandemic. Nevertheless,
Respondent A emphasized the stricter restrictions that still apply in China which in turn affect
Company A, both in their individual suppliers and due to lockdown in key ports such as Shanghai.
This affects the possibility of receiving goods and containers at the right time and increases the
risk of delays for Company A. In addition to this, Company A is still affected by the high

container freight rates that remain at a high index level.

Company B

Overall, Company B has been severely affected by the COVID-19 pandemic where Respondent
B stated that the pandemic has been especially categorized by an enormous uncertainty.
Company B’s biggest fear at the beginning of the pandemic was to be forced to close stores due
to restrictions from the government, which forced them to make several tough decisions to secure
cash flow. As a consequence of this, Company B early made a decision to reduce its inbound
flow and place smaller orders to avoid tying up capital in products that they might not be able to
sell if the stores had to close. Another decision of launching an e-commerce platform to be able
to sell products online if the stores had to close was made, which they managed to set up in a
couple of weeks by using another company's platform within the group. Contrary to what
Company B feared to happen, the sales instead started to increase, and product categories such
as workout products, furniture, and toilet paper increased in sales. Company B sold an index of
130 to 140 percent more than normal simultaneously as it had reduced its orders which
contributed to its inventory nearly running out of stock. Meanwhile, Company B has lead-times
up to six months, and its suppliers faced a shortage of capacity in their factories which made
Company B change its strategy and started to place large orders to secure capacity and to get
products delivered on time. Respondent B described that they had many shortcomings at this

time but that the customers did not notice it to the same extent, as Company B filled their
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department stores with other products they already had in stock. In addition to the challenges of
securing capacity and volumes, Respondent B mentioned challenges regarding container

shortages and increased container freight rates.

“It was a huge struggle to bring home volumes and secure capacity and there

was a war every day to be able to obtain containers”

One of Company B’s most important decisions as a consequence of the effects of the COVID-
19 pandemic was to charter its own ship to secure the volumes of its Christmas sales. Together
with its forwarder it managed to charter a ship and collected shipments from 114 suppliers and
transported 15% of its total annual volume on one single ship. A drastic decision that resulted in
a redesign of their ordinary supply chain, an assurance of its Christmas products, and a decision

that prevented them from losing a half-billion in sales if not having products in stock.

Respondent B stated that the COVID-19 pandemic has contributed to a totally new position on
an operational level, of how they should work and manage all kinds of decisions. The uncertainty
has forced Company B to work more agile, shorten all lead times and work more closely with
everyone involved in the supply chain which had put immense pressure on the whole
organization on how to manage this. The increased costs of such as container freight rates and
raw materials have also affected Company B’s strategies of how it is working with campaigns
and sale, to be able to cope with the increased costs. Additionally, coworkers in the physical
stores and in the distribution center have faced huge challenges as well, with large pressure on
uncertainties, a high number of sick leave, and new manners and procedures of working. In
contrast, the segment that has been least affected is Company B’s distribution out from its
distribution center to its department stores, which Respondent B means has been the most stable

from the beginning of the pandemic until up to the date of the interview.

However, Company B still experiences consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic in aspects of
expensive prices compared to before the outbreak of the pandemic. Respondent B emphasized
the considerably high container freight prices and motivated that the shipping companies are
exercising a power play to continue to push the prices. Besides, Company B still experiences
long lead-times, many delays, and canceled departures. This has also led to receiving shipments
later than expected and after the sales peak of the products, which in turn has resulted in Company

B now having an overstock of products that they are working on to reduce and sell-off.
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Additionally, Company B has also established a Europe sourcing to be able to move its
production to Europe from Asia since it is not profitable for them to only source from Asia if the

prices will continue on the same levels.

Company C

The biggest challenges from a supply chain perspective for Company C have been in the chain
from the suppliers to Company C’s distribution center. The closures of the manufacturer's
factories in Asia as a result of the spread of the virus have affected Company C’s deliveries. As
a consequence of this, it tried to move some parts of its production to Europe, however, the
majority was still produced in Asia. Moreover, Company C has a lead-time of approximately
eight to ten weeks from its suppliers in Asia to its distribution center in Sweden, and Respondent
B emphasized the imbalance of containers throughout the world and expressed it as one of its
main challenges in regard to this. As a consequence of this, Company C suffered major delays
which forced them to place orders considerably much earlier than it has done in the past.
Additionally, the increased price of container freight rates has had a great impact on Company
C, although Respondent C explained that they have had long-term agreements with forwarders.
The imbalance of containers together with the increased container freight rates put the shipping
companies in a position of power where they were able to deny lower-paying customers due to
lack of space on the ships. Respondent C also highlighted the lack of dockworkers and truck
drivers in the United States which in turn diluted their delays in transportation as it caused a
further imbalance in the flow of containers. This led to Company C having to spend a lot of time
and money searching for available containers to be able to guarantee products in its department

stores.

Regarding the impacts on an operational level, Company C monitors lost sales in terms of On-
shelf Availability, which Respondent C declared not have been reached due to fewer products in

its department stores than normal, as an effect of the COVID-19 pandemic.

“In this aspect, one can say that it is the supply chain that affects the sales to

a certain extent”

The largest impact on Company C’s sales has been caused as a consequence of being forced to
close several stores in Norway, due to restrictions from Norwegian authorities. Additionally, its

centralized distribution center has been severely affected, with a high number of sick leave, up
36



to 25 to 30 percent which Respondent C meant has affected its outbound flow to stores which in
turn has affected its sales. In contrast to the largest challenges and impacts of the COVID-19
pandemic, the least affected segment for Company C has been the transportation from its
distribution center to its stores as well as e-commerce. Its forwarders have coped well with
Company C's demand with no larger concerns and e-commerce has only been affected in a

positive aspect where it increased in sales.

Although the COVID-19 pandemic is considered stable in Sweden by the time of the interview,
Company C still experiences its effects within its supply chain. Respondent C emphasized that
the flow within the Nordic region is back to normal conditions, however, the restrictions in China
still affect the supply chain of Company C. The strict restrictions in China lead to Company C
not managing to get their products delivered on time since factories are closing due to an increase
in the spread of the virus. Besides, the still high container freight rates are affecting as well, where
Respondent C stated that Company C is considering sourcing more from Europe than what they

have done before as a response to this.

Company D

Respondent D stated delivery planning as the segment that has been affected the most within the
supply chain during the COVID-19 pandemic. More particularly, the time of sourcing for
specifically outdoor furniture has been forced to be extended, as a consequence of the effects of
the pandemic. Respondent D stated the shortages of containers and lack of space on ships as the
main reasons for this, which has contributed to a longer time span for the window of sourcing,
thus making it more difficult to analyze and plan next season based on the data from the actual
season. As a mitigation strategy, Company D entered into an agreement with a shipping company
at the beginning of the pandemic, where they managed to secure an allocation of a certain fixed
number of containers per week. This led to Company D having to carefully plan and organize its
sourcing to manage to maximize its allocation of containers which put a lot of pressure on the
sourcing function of the company. Respondent D further mentioned sales as a segment that has
been affected and stated that a clear increase in sales of furniture has occurred during the years
of the pandemic. As a result of restrictions and recommendations of staying at home, people
prioritized updating their patios and fixing their home offices according to Respondent D, which
increased Company D's sales. However, Respondent D emphasized that Company D is a

relatively young and fast-growing company that has had a stable growth since its emergence,
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which the respondent means makes it difficult to determine how much growth it would have had

in a context without a pandemic.

“We can not say that, okay without the pandemic, we would only have had

this growth instead of this, we would have grown anyway.”

On an operational level, Company D experienced delays in deliveries of outdoor furniture during
Spring 2021. However, Respondent D explained that it did not negatively affect Company D’s
sales, as people had limited things to spend money on during the pandemic and prioritized buying
furniture for their homes. As a result of this, Respondent D stated that more people bought
outdoor furniture as well as for a longer period of time, which resulted in Company D selling out
all its stock of outdoor furniture, even those delivered late. On the contrary, Company D’s sales
increased, however, Respondent D explained that it is difficult to estimate how much more it
could have increased if they did not experience any delays.

Furthermore, although Company D secured an agreement of a certain fixed number of containers
which subsequently proved to be good in terms of price, increased costs have also affected
Company D. Respondent D expressed that Company D never have been forced to pay the extreme
prices for containers even though it has been more expensive than what they have been used to.
Nevertheless, it has had some impact which has forced Company D to raise the prices of its
products for its customers. The raised prices also depend on the increase in prices of raw materials

and some materials that have increased in general.

Respondent D expressed that although the pandemic has been ongoing for more than two years,
much of their daily business has been able to continue as usual, thus not being affected to an
unmanageable level. The weekly orders and the monitoring of deliveries have been the same
simultaneously as the distribution center has been able to operate without any shutdowns due to
virus outbreaks. On the contrary, Company D is now experiencing the need of expanding its

distribution center due to a lack of space when the need for larger orders has increased.
“Now we need to expand our distribution center instead, due to our increased

sales which force us to place larger orders and then we also need more space,

pleasant problems though”
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However, Company D still experiences some consequences of the pandemic, especially due to
recent lockdowns in China, such as in Shanghai where the port is closed by the time of the
interview. This affects Company D in several aspects, both in terms of shutdowns of factories
which cause disruptions in the production as well as the need for re-routing its goods to other
ports. Besides, the loss of staff in factories in Vietnam due to sickness in COVID-19 has also
been a great issue for a long period, which Company D still experiences which in turn affects its

production and deliveries.

4.2.2 COVID-19 compared to other unexpected supply chain disruptions

Company A

When contrasting the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic to other unexpected disruption events,
the respondent stated the global scope of the pandemic and its length in terms of time that
distinguishes it the most. The respondent brought up the financial crisis in 2008 as an unexpected
disruptive event and explained that it contributed to them opening more stores than they had ever
done before, in contrast to the COVID-19 pandemic when much uncertainty revolved around
closing stores. The respondent means that if a company has possessed financial resources during
previous crises, it has still been able to continue and develop and expand its business, which he
means differs from the COVID-19 pandemic. However, the respondent further stated that without
Company A’s large financial resources during the pandemic, it could not have bought as much
stock as it did when all its products sold out, as the price of container freight rates and raw

materials increased.

"Of course, if we had a meager cash flow, we would not have been able to

accelerate as we did"

Furthermore, the blockage of the Suez Canal in March 2021 was another disruptive event that
impacted Company A during the COVID-19 pandemic, however, to a much smaller extent.
Company A had two minor shipments of spare parts on Ever Given which did not result in a
major impact. However, the consequences that forced the following ships to sail around South
Africa resulted in two to three weeks of delays, which Respondent A classified as minor in
relation to the consequences that the COVID-19 pandemic has caused and stated that Company

A had luck in this particular disruptive event.
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Company B

When contrasting the COVID-19 pandemic to other unexpected disruptive events, Respondent
B stated that it could not be comparable to anything else. Respondent B brought up the port-
related conflict at Port of Gothenburg in 2016 as an example and described it as a major crisis.
However, what Company B did then was to redirect all its shipments to the Port of Norrkoping
which only benefited them since it is located closer to its distribution center.

Respondent B meant that such simple actions have not been able to be implemented and generate

any benefit during the COVID-19 pandemic due to its global scope.

“This is probably the most challenging year we have ever had but it is also

one of the most successful”

Another disruptive event highlighted by Respondent B was the blockage of the Suez Canal in
March 2021 during the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic. At this point in time, Company B had just
begun to see some improvements and had started to receive larger volumes of incoming goods
from Asia. Respondent B stated that the disruption affected Company B heavily, since the prices
increased even more, and the delays became big despite the relatively short disruption compared
to the pandemic. The disruption led to decisions to re-routing a couple of ships around South
Africa which caused a couple of weeks of delay. Additionally, ten containers loaded on Ever
Given belonging to company B got stuck in Egypt for half a year, which Respondent B on the
other hand stated was a small part of the bigger picture. However, the disruption in the Suez

Canal caused it all to start over again according to Company B’s experience.

Company C

When discussing and comparing the COVID-19 pandemic in relation to other unexpected
disruptive events, Respondent C expressed that what distinguishes it the most is that it has been
incredibly protracted. Respondent C pointed out that the financial crisis in 2008 hit the company
severely in other aspects than the especially the supply chain, and the port conflict in Port of
Gothenburg in 2016 affected Company C in terms of forcing them to re-route its arrival goods.
The COVID-19 pandemic, on the other hand, is a crisis on another level that few people

experienced, according to Respondent C.
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“Previous crises have made it a bit difficult for us, but it's like a little gust of
wind compared to what we have experienced now and it has felt like a never-

ending story”

The unexpected event of the blockage of the Suez Canal by Ever Given in March 2021 impacted
Company C in different aspects. Company C did not have much cargo on Ever Given, however,
Respondent C pointed out the queue of ships that quickly was formed, as the major impact. The
queue of ships contributed to a further imbalance of containers and less available space on ships.
That led to consequences for Company C in aspects of delays in arriving goods and increased
costs for container freight rates, where Respondent C stated that it even got worse than ever for

a shorter period of time.

Company D

When Respondent D distinguishes the COVID-19 pandemic from other unexpected disruptive
events it states that the biggest difference has been the uncertainty of when it will end.
Respondent D mentioned the blockage of the Suez Canal and described it as a disruption that
unexpectedly plugged the entire flow. Company D did not have any shipments on Ever Given,
however, they suffered delivery delays but it did not cause major impacts in total. Nevertheless,
as Company D is a relatively young company, it has not experienced many major unexpected
disruptions. However, Respondent D brought up the ongoing war between Russia and Ukraine®
and pointed out that many products within the furniture industry are produced in those countries,
especially by many of its competitors. Respondent D repeated the uncertainty of when it will end
and highlighted that this disruption may appear more clearly in the near future. Respondent D
thus meant that Company D has been relatively spared from other major disruptions but claimed
that disruptions similar to the COVID-19 pandemic are something that they need to learn to live

with and adapt accordingly.

8 In February 2022 the tense political situation between Ukraine and Russia escalated to a war between the two
parties, and Russia started a large-scale military invasion of Ukraine. The tense political situation started in
2014 when Ukraine started to express its will to create a stronger bond with the West, which has made Russia
try to stop this in several attempts (Utrikespolitiska institutet, n.d.).
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4.3 Supply chain mitigation strategies

4.3.1 Management of risk mitigations strategies before and during the COVID-19
pandemic

Company A

Respondent A described that Company A had prior to the COVID-19 pandemic discussed where
they source their products from and that it was in line with how they work with its mitigation
strategy. However, Respondent A further described that this discussion was not as prioritized
before as it became during the COVID-19 pandemic. Furthermore, Respondent A stated that a
large part of its products is sourced from Asia and that it might need to spread its sourcing a bit
more than they are doing by the time of the interview. As Company A imports up to 60% from
Asia, 35% from Sweden, and 5% from Europe, Respondent A described that they quite early
started to notice that there were problems in China around the Chinese new year in 2020. As a
response to this, they started to hold weekly meetings where they discussed with their suppliers,
transporters, and shippers, in order to mitigate disruptions within the supply chain and maintain
good communication. Respondent A further emphasized that it is important to discover
disruptions as early as possible to be able to mitigate them as well as possible. Additionally
Company A created a forum in order to be able to discuss the situation internally, as they
classified the situation as a crisis that they needed to put a lot of attention to. They realized that

they needed to ask several questions to themselves and their suppliers:

“How could we act? What do we need? Do we need to help our suppliers? Do

we need to be hands-on? What can we do?”

Based on this they have had weekly top management meetings and discussions from the early
stage of the COVID-19 pandemic with suppliers and other stakeholders in the supply chain, about
how to act in situations if the spread of the virus increased and affected the company and its
business. From this, Company A has begun to work more in detail within the different phases of
its deliveries and increased its check-ups from its suppliers and all the phases between until its
end customers. All stages now have a more detailed plan, they are not leaving anything up to
chance and are more thorough and careful in their planning for deliveries, to ensure that for

example, Christmas products arrive at the stores in time and according to plan.
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Respondent A described that Company A does not have a specific mitigation strategy plan on
print, but rather some ways of working in certain situations, that are not specifically called a
mitigation strategy plan, but rather other working instructions that can help in different situations.
Furthermore, Respondent A stated that after the pandemic some areas have changed, but not that
much in general. Respondent A stated that they have made some resource strengthening in certain
areas where they saw the need for it during the pandemic. Furthermore, Respondent A stated that
this increased need for resources in some areas can also be traced back to the fact that they are a
company that is growing and has doubled its turnover since 5-6 years ago. It was described that
they have a good understanding and system for planning how much they are to sell in the
upcoming days as long as the external factors follow a pattern. Further on, Respondent A argued
that it is and will continue to be hard to foresee an unexpected event like a war or a speech to the
nation that creates incentives for the residents to buy specific products. Respondent A argued
that such situations cannot be included in any mitigation strategy and that it will be handled as
an extreme event on the market. However, Company A works with a type of mitigation strategy
for how much they are to sell, so that they do not have too much in stock and can sell what they

have in stock and always provide the customers with the right products.

Company B

Respondent B described that prior to the COVID-19 pandemic sourced around 50% of its
products from Asia and 50% from Europe, where 80% of the Asian goods were sourced from
China. Respondent B further explained that Company B normally operates with a high safety
stock margin compared to other companies, since it has the financial resources for it
simultaneously as it has long lead times and does not apply the strategy Just-In-Time®. As stated
earlier, Company B made a decision at the beginning of the pandemic to reduce its inbound
volumes, to avoid tying up capital in products it might not be able to sell if lockdowns would
occur. This was one of the key things they did regarding its mitigation strategy and to ensure that
they had the funds to handle the pandemic and all its consequences. Moreover, Respondent B
described that it is the safety stock and the longer lead-times that gives them the assurance to
handle different situations and disruptions when they occur. This is since they have to order their
products at such an early stage, that most disruptions meanwhile do not affect the daily

operations, as a company applying a Just-In-Time strategy had been affected. Furthermore,

? Just-in-time (JIT) is a renowned production concept from Toyota, that helps to optimize the use of a
company's resources and to design their production or processes. JIT works as the material is to be delivered to
the place of production at the precise time of need, in other words Just-in-time deliveries (ReLean, 2020).
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Respondent B explained that Company B does not have any warehouse capacity within their
department stores, which is a risk that they are always trying to manage. They strive to be updated
on how large quantities of products they are sending out from the distribution center to the
department stores and that they quickly can change if demand for specific products changes

rapidly.

“As our sales will depend a lot from day to day, if it is sunny outside some
products might sell much more than expected, or if it's going to be a sunny
weekend we need to be able to change fast for what we send out to the stores

so that we can meet the expected sales from a sunny weekend”

Respondent B further stated that Company B needs to actively work with ensuring its capacity
to be able to ensure that it has the products in stock that its customers desire. Thus, Company B
needs to have overcapacity in its distribution center to be able to match the peaks in demand for

its department stores.

Furthermore, another aspect that is described by Respondent B is that they are currently working
to spread out and mitigate their risks in terms of having multiple suppliers for the same products.
They have during the pandemic started to reduce their dependability on China. This is since
China has been struck hard during the pandemic and the consequences of that have had a larger
impact on Company B than they could anticipate. Therefore they have started to seek for new
suppliers in Europe to mitigate the effects of a similar event such as the COVID-19 pandemic
and its consequences. Company B has, according to Respondent B, accelerated its work with its
mitigation strategies since the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic. However, the ongoing war
between Russia and Ukraine at the time of the interview does not facilitate the process since that
eliminates some suppliers in eastern Europe. However, the pandemic has emphasized the
importance of having a clear mitigation strategy within the company and has resulted in them
now seeking to mitigate risks of long-distance deliveries by taking its productions and suppliers

closer to the markets it operates in.

Respondent B further stated that Company B before the COVID-19 pandemic worked with
mitigation strategies and that one aspect of that is the sharing of information with their suppliers,

on what they need and expect to need in the future. Further on Company B elaborates that they
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before the pandemic had meetings with the suppliers if there were any delays or disruptions in
the supply chain to secure what has gone wrong and what they can do to get back on track.
However, these types of meetings have been more important since the outbreak of the COVID-
19 pandemic. They have a tight and close collaboration with their suppliers to ensure deliveries,
and in collaboration with their partners, they chartered an entire container ship to ensure

Christmas deliveries as mentioned previously.

Company C

Respondent C described that at the time of the interview they source approximately 65% of its
products from Asia, mostly from China, and the rest was sourced from around Europe. The
majority of the products they sell are being transported by container shipments by sea, and only
a small percentage by trains, trucks, and flights. The COVID-19 pandemic has caused many
different consequences for Company C’s suppliers and transporters, that they as a company have
needed to manage. One of them is the shortage of space on the ships and the shortage of
containers that they have tried to mitigate by placing their orders earlier than in previous seasons.
Respondent C described that Company C has a season-based product range which forced them
to start planning for the upcoming seasons much earlier to mitigate the risks of the products
arriving late to each season. They have also been willing to pay a higher price for their shipments
to ensure that they will arrive on time and get space on ships, which has been evaluated by the

risks of not receiving the products in time and losing sales.

Respondent C further described how Company C works with mitigation strategies:

“Twice a year, we conduct a risk mapping of all functions in which we go
through all risks for the entire company, and then present it for the company’s

board of directors”

Further described is that this mapping is conducted by Respondent C and the management team
in each department, and then the main risks for the company are presented to the company’s
board of directors. They present the identified risks of their department and what strategies they
have constructed to mitigate the risks, simultaneously as they have a risk committee that works
with mitigation of risks. One risk that has been identified and discussed during the COVID-19
pandemic is the company's dependency on China and where they are to source their products.

The discussion has been about if they need to move some suppliers closer to their markets, to
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mitigate the risks of ending up with empty department stores due to lockdowns in China and no
deliveries. Therefore, the reduction of the company's dependability on China is something that is

on the agenda and aims to not put all the eggs in the same basket.

Respondent C described that Company C works with close collaborations over a long period of
time to generate a relationship with their suppliers and transporters. This collaboration builds on
frequent information sharing and meetings each week to ensure that the operations are on track

and that the contracts are complied with, which is controlled at monthly meetings.

Company D

Respondent D described that Company D is constantly changing its ways of working, since it is
a fast-growing company, and has been since its emergence. Furthermore, Respondent D
described that this leads to a constant evaluation of how they can mitigate risks in the current and
future ways of working, since they are daily working with these types of questions, to enable

growth.

“Everything we do is not associated with a risk, but we still want to do it in

the best possible way”

Respondent D meant that everything they do is not combined with a risk, however, since they
are a company that grows at a rapid pace, it leads them to evaluate most of the work they do so
that it is done most efficiently. Furthermore, it is described that they constantly work with solving
risks and problems for each unique situation within the company. This way of working has led
them to be fast-paced in their decision-making and agile to adapt to new and unfamiliar situations
and is according to Respondent D, one factor for their growth and success. Respondent D
described that they work with frequent communication between themselves internally and their
suppliers, transporters, and customers to ensure that all parties are aware of what is happening in
the supply chain. One aspect that they have considered as a factor to mitigate risks is that they
have a local team in China, which is a country that accounts for a high percentage of their
sourcing of products. This team is having daily meetings with their suppliers to make sure that
everything is running smoothly and on time, and this works as one of Company D's ways of
mitigating risks in that particular part of the supply chain. Respondent D further emphasized that
they are a smaller company and that they do not have a specific mitigation strategy on print but

that they have certain guidelines on how they should act in some situations. Further on it is
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described that Company D is working more reactive than proactive in this area since they are a
fast-growing company, but that they are quick to gather a meeting with the management team if

needed to reach a decision.

4.3.2 Key learnings after the COVID-19 pandemic
Company A
Respondent A stated that Company A was in some ways ready for a pandemic even if they were

not aware of it, as the respondent said:

“We have not been as badly affected as many other companies might have
been. We have actually gained market shares during the pandemic since we

had all our products for the upcoming 6 months in stock already”

It was stated that they could run their business almost as usual since they have a strategy of
placing their orders early and in large quantities, to make sure that they have all the products in
stock before the specific season starts. Further stated was that one of the key lessons that
Respondent A and Company A have learned from the COVID-19 pandemic, is the importance
of forwarding the problems and challenges to a higher level (to the board in this case) and having
a discussion at that level to evaluate the problem. It was further described as one question the

respondent asked themself:

“... because from the beginning I asked myself, is it really necessary to discuss
this at the top management level, with these people right now? But as time
went by, I felt that it was these discussions that transferred the positive energy

9999

down the value chain that: “Shit we really need to be on our toes here

Respondent A stated as described before that Company A has become more thorough and careful
in its planning throughout the whole supply chain and all processes within the company. They
have also learned that it is a good idea to evaluate the parts of the supply chain that have worked
for a long period of time, since an event like a pandemic can make the whole process implode
and create big problems for the deliveries if they are not regularly evaluated. A process that has
been created from these learnings is that they set up short and very simple instructions for their
suppliers, on how they were to prioritize their shipments so that they always send the highest
prioritized goods. The instructions further stated that if it is not possible to send the highest
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prioritized goods, they were to send other goods and book full containers to ensure that their
allocations of containers on the ship were utilized. Respondent A also described that they today
have to look in two different systems to find the important information if issues occur in the
supply chain. Today they do not need to use both systems if the process runs without problems.
However, they have since the pandemic learned that they need to integrate these two systems for
all the information to be in one system, and to be able to more easily find the information in the
event of a problem. Respondent A concluded that the importance of being flexible and being able
to take fast decisions, was key to being able to handle a situation like the COVID-19 pandemic,
and that it is one of the main lessons that they will take with them from this disruption to future
ones. What Respondent A emphasized is that when you are making fast decisions it is important
to keep the consequences in mind. Respondent A meant that it is impossible to know how the
outcome of the decision will be, but if you have a consequence thinking in mind when making
decisions, it will most likely turn out better and fall the right way as it has for Respondent A

during the pandemic.

Company B

Respondent B stated in the interview that:

“Company B performs at its best when we have a crisis and when we have an
external enemy, and we have had that with the COVID-19 pandemic. We are
fantastically good at gathering strength when there is something we have to

solve and we have really done that here.”

Furthermore, it is described that when it all comes down to taking action, Company B is good at
adapting, taking fast decisions, and acting on these decisions. It is further described that the
COVID-19 pandemic changed many of Company B's processes where they have been very
adaptable and changed extremely quickly in working methods, processes, and collaborations.
One thing that is highlighted is the change to being able to work remotely from home, which is
a learning experience that Company B will bring with them, where they see that working
remotely is possible to a larger extent than they did not see before the pandemic. Respondent B
described that before the COVID-19 pandemic most meetings were done in person, and at the
beginning of working remotely there were some technical knowledge gaps between the

employees within the company. However, Company B has now learned based on the
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consequences of the pandemics that many of the things that were done in person, can be done

remotely instead.

“Once again, the COVID-19 pandemic can't be compared to any other
disruption. This is probably the most challenging year ever for the company,

but at the same time has this year been one of our most successful ones”

Moreover, Respondent B described that the COVID-19 pandemic has brought them many
lessons, and they saw the need to reduce their dependability on China during the pandemic.
Therefore, they are today working on finding new suppliers closer to their markets in Europe.
Company B has noticed that there is a need to have multiple suppliers for the same product to
spread the risks. Further, it was described that before the pandemic, Company B let individual
department stores place orders from the central warehouse. However, a lesson learned during the
pandemic is that this was not suitable for their supply chain, and they have therefore chosen to
centralize this, which resulted in the head office controlling the order process today to ensure
Company B has capacity in all department stores. Respondent B further described that they have
learned that they need to be more thorough and carefully plan all their processes, and that they
need to have more frequent communication with all parties in the supply chain to ensure
deliveries on time. To be able to do this they have seen the need to implement more supporting
systems in all processes, since they prior to and during the pandemic have worked too much
manually in different systems. If an error has occurred, it has taken them too long to find the

relevant data in the different systems that are being manually used by the different parties.

Company C

Respondent C stated that one of the biggest lessons they have learned from the COVID-19
pandemic is that they cannot be as dependent on one single actor (supplier/transporter) or area
(country) of the supply chain as they have been before and during the pandemic. It was further
described that this type of dependability comes with a huge potential risk if that actor of the
supply chain were to stop working, i.e. if China were to close down again and stop producing for
a longer time, the business would eventually go out of business, since they cannot offer the
customers what they want. This has been shown by the pandemic but also by the event of Ever
Given that got stuck in the Suez Canal and stopped world trade. These events have raised the
question to the whole company and not just the supply chain department, about the importance

of working with mitigating risk in the supply chain and focusing on these parts that previously
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had been seen as a waste of time and money to develop further. Respondent C pushed on the
importance of this learning for the company as a whole since it has shown the lack of knowledge
on the importance of this type of work. Furthermore, it was described that Company C has
realized the importance of working with more suppliers than they had been doing before and that
they need to establish good collaborations with good communication, to ensure that they can
receive their products in time and discover risks faster when they occur right at the source.
Moreover, they have noticed the value of having more frequent meetings with all parties of the
supply chain to get a better flow of information sharing than prior to the pandemic. Furthermore,
Respondent C described that they have learned that things might not need to be done the same
way as they always have been. Company C has seen a huge growth in sales via its e-commerce
channel, and that was something they did not expect to come as fast as it did, prior to the
pandemic. However, it is a lesson for them and an area that they will focus on and start to develop
more, since they recovered much of their lost sales in physical stores through their sales in e-

commerce.

Company D

Respondent D stated that Company D has learned a lot from the COVID-19 pandemic and its
consequences, in which Respondent D elaborates on how it has affected the company’s ways of
working. One of the main lessons that are emphasized is that they have learned that much more
can be done remotely today than they thought from the beginning. This will be further developed
within their organization since it has worked well during the pandemic. Additionally, this will
make it easier to conduct meetings across borders, since they can be taken much faster and more
often since they do not have to be there in person and will not be constrained if someone can’t
travel to a specific country. The previous setup was based on them visiting the factories 7-8 times
a year, these visits therefore had higher expectations and a full agenda, with demands to discuss
all topics needed during that time they were visiting. Today they can have a quick meeting that
will take just a few minutes to establish full control over small issues that can be solved faster
and not grow to bigger problems until the next planned visit, as it could in the previous setup.
Respondent D also stated that this new setup has allowed them to get a closer and more
functioning collaboration with the suppliers since they now have more frequent meetings, which

has been one of the most positive aspects and lessons from the pandemic.

Another aspect that Respondent D described was that they have learned the value of planning

even further ahead, as they now have been forced to place orders for their season-based (summer)
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products much earlier. It has resulted in them having to plan more than a year ahead of time,
which has created some difficulties, that they need to adapt to and be better at estimating the sales
for this and next season with less data available. Further described is the lesson that they need to
make hard and fast decisions and abandon the old way of ordering all products in an order-peak
as before. Now they have to flatten out the peak and spread out the orders to get space on the
ships from Asia and to receive the products in time for sales season. Moreover, Respondent D
described that one of the biggest challenges and lessons is that the more they grow as a company,
the more they need to set up guidelines and instructions on paper, in order to have a clear structure
for how certain situations are to be handled. It is emphasized that there is a value and need to
establish and implement control systems within the company to ensure that all processes are
being done correctly. Another key lesson that Company D has noticed is that it is dangerous to
be as dependent as many companies are on certain suppliers or areas, such as Asia and China in

Company D’s case, and as Respondent D stated:

“I think it's stupid to put all the eggs in one basket whether it's in Asia or in
Europe, because just look at the world, things are going on exactly
everywhere that no one can control, and it is important to spread the risks and
have a balance overall, and not just have a concentrated sourcing from one

area”

4.4 Summary of findings

The main findings of the collected data are presented in the two tables below (7able 4 & Table
5) as well as how the companies have been affected. Table 4 displays that the companies have
been affected in similar ways during the COVID-19 pandemic. However, as displayed in Table
5 the companies have chosen different approaches in certain areas, regarding what measures and

mitigation strategies they have implemented.
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Table 4 Findings within the effects / consequences

Effects / Consequences Affected Partly affected
Unpredictable sales A,B,C,D
*Increased sales in unlikely product segment A,B,C,D
*Products out of stock A,C,D B
*Surplus of product stock A,B,C,D
Need for more detailed controls A,B,C,D
*Stricter controls A,B,C,D
Increased costs A,B,C,D
*Increased freight rates A,B,C,D
*Increased management fees A,B,C,D
Forced to work remotely A,B,C,D
Lockdowns at suppliers A,B,C,D
Longer lead-times A,B,C,D
*Delays A,B,C,D
Forced to earlier order-point A,B,C,D
Forced to become more agile A,B,C,D
Forced to make fast decisions A,B,C,D
Imbalance in the flow of goods A,B,C,D
Container shortage A,B,C,D
Increased wharehouse management A,B,C,D

!

Table 4: Summary of the empirical findings of the effects and consequences on the companies

supply chains caused by the COVID-19 pandemic (source: authors).

Table 5 Findings within mitigations / measures

Mitigation/Measure In use/ Implemented Planned for future No action
Move sourcing closer to market/ spread risks A,B,C D
Multiple sources for same product B A,C,D
Local Team in China A,B,C,D
Earlier order point A,B,C,D
Longer lead-times A,B,C,D
Increased communication within supply chain A,B,C,D

*More meetings A,B,C,D

*More frequent meetings A,B,C,D

*Information sharing A,B,C,D
Crisis forum / Risk committee A, C, B,D

*Top management A,D B,C
Increased working in detail A,B,C,D

*More controls A,B,C,D

*Stricter controls/systems A,B,C,D
High satefy-stock A,B,C,D
Quick decisions/ Flexibility A,B,C,D
Work remotely A,B,C,D
Works activly with mitigation stragtegy B,C,D A
Multiple sales chanels A,B,C D

Table 5: Summary of the empirical findings of the companies' implemented mitigation strategies

and measures during the COVID-19 pandemic (source: authors).



5. Analysis

In the following chapter, the study’s empirical findings are analyzed with the help of its
theoretical framework. Firstly, the COVID-19 pandemic's effects on the companies' supply
chains are discussed, followed by a discussion of the companies' supply chain mitigation

strategies. The focus of the analysis is to make comparisons, find patterns and create value.

5.1 The COVID-19 pandemic

5.1.1 Consequences of supply chain disruptions

What is evident from the empirical findings is that all the examined companies source the
majority of their products from Asia while the remaining parts are sourced from Europe. It is
clear that the companies' manufacturing takes place far away from the market they operate in
(Blackhurst, et al., 2005). This increases the risks of disruptions in the supply chain, which has
been proved during the COVID-19 pandemic. All respondents declared that the COVID-19
pandemic has caused many challenges and consequences as they never have experienced from
other previous disruptions. This indicates that the COVID-19 pandemic could be categorized as
a risk of high-impact and low-likelihood, that caused major effects on the companies' supply
chain performance as described by Kleindorfer and Saad (2009). Moreover, this aligns with Loh
et al., (2017) statement, where supply chain disruptions that are less likely to occur tend to cause
larger consequences and damage the supply chain to a much higher degree if they occur,

compared to more likely disruptions.

Commercial aspects

All respondents stated that their companies have been affected by the COVID-19 pandemic in
several aspects of their business and supply chain. Both Respondent A and Respondent B
declared that they noticed an increase in sales and especially within their product assortment that
does not normally sell much, compared to competitors. Primarily products such as workout
equipment, furniture, and toilet paper increased in sales as the Swedish government implemented
restrictions that requested people to stay at home. Additionally, Respondent D described that
Company D increased its sales during the pandemic and stated that due to the restrictions from
the government, people desired to fix their homes and patios which made them buy new furniture.
Nevertheless, Respondent C expressed that they have not been able to reach its sales KPIs (Key

Performance Indicators) in terms of On-Shelf Availability, however, the sales within e-commerce
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increased greatly. This contradicts what Hendricks and Singhal (2005) and Gurning and Cahoon
(2011) previously discussed about the consequences regarding the commercial aspects and loss
of profits. Contrary to loss of profit, all respondents stated that their companies increased their
growth and sales. Furthermore, Respondent A stated that Company A increased its market shares
as a result of as it was one of few companies that had a stock of what customers demanded, thus
they created a competitive advantage. This further opposes Hendricks and Singhal (2005) and
Gurning and Cahoon (2011) theory about losing competitive advantages when a supply chain
disruption occurs. Increasing market shares could be interpreted as an improved business

reputation which thus also differs from the previous researchers' reasoning.

Furthermore, both respondents A, B, and D described the increase in sales as a response to people
spending more time at home and not having many other activities to spend money on during
periods of a high level of the spread of the virus. This resulted in a positive impact on the
companies' sales which indicates that the consequences of disruptions could differ depending on
which sector a company operates within, and the size of the company in terms of profitability
measures, sales, and total assets (Baghersad & Zobel, 2021). However, Company D is a smaller
company in terms of profitability measures, sales, and total assets which indicates that the
previous researchers' theory is not aligned with this study's empirical findings. This could be
interpreted as the COVID-19 pandemic differs from other unexpected supply chain disruptions
that have been studied before. However, a possible explanation of why the case companies shared
the same experience may be since they offer similar products i.e operate within similar segments,

which proved to benefit from the pandemic in terms of sales.

All respondents mentioned that their companies switched their physical operations to digital
where it was possible. All meetings from the top management levels to meetings with suppliers
switched from physical to digital and the employees that had positions where working remote
from home was possible did so. The respondents from companies B, C, and D mentioned that in
specific periods they struggled with a high number of sick leave among their employees which
affected their operations and thus their costs. This is in line with Vilko and Hallikas (2011)
description of that disrupted processes regarding planning and management and additional
management fees will put additional pressure on companies' financial strain during a supply chain
disruption. Contrariwise, Respondent A expressed that Company A was sparsely affected by
cases of illness of the COVID-19 virus amongst its employees and thus not affecting the costs

negatively in regards to this, which differs from the other three companies. Moreover, all
54



respondents expressed the transition from digital to physical operations smoothly and as it did
not negatively affect their daily business. This indicates that the transition did not cause increased
costs in terms of additional management fees which contradicts Vilko and Hallikas (2011) theory.
The companies' possibility of the smooth transition to digital operations could be a result of the
technical developments over the past decade which may have facilitated companies' agility to
adjust to new situations. This further indicates that the COVID-19 pandemic as an unexpected
disruptive event differs from other studied events and its consequences. Moreover, Lumsden et
al., (2019) argue that today’s supply chains have become much more vulnerable to disruptions
due to for example their widely spread and their use of advanced technologies. Based on the
empirical findings, the companies' global supply chains seem to have survived thanks to the
technical development that enabled the companies to use advanced technologies during the
disruptions caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, which indicates that the companies' supply

chains also have become more resilient to disruptions.

Supply chain management

All respondents mentioned delays as one of the major consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic.
Respondent A described that Company A has a general strategy of having a large stock even if
they are aware that it ties up much capital. This contributed to Company A did not suffer to a
large extent from postponements in transportation, as they still could serve their customers with
products due to much stock. Respondent B mentioned that Company B at an early stage in the
pandemic reduced its inbound flow and placed smaller orders. This contributed to nearly running
out of stock as the demand increased simultaneously as delays in transportation increased.
However, due to its large centralized distribution center, it managed to meet customer demand
with other products it already had in stock. Respondent C described postponements in
transportation as one of their main challenges and expressed they have had relatively long delays.
Respondent D mentioned delays in their deliveries of outdoor furniture and that the delivery
planning has been affected the most within the supply chain during the COVID-19 pandemic.
All respondents also brought up the lack of space on the ships, as one of the root causes of the
delays. Respondent C highlighted the lack of dockworkers and truck drivers in the United States
which in turn diluted Company C’s delays in transportation as it caused an imbalance in the flow
of containers. Gurning and Cahoon (2011); Carvalho et al., (2018); and Hall, (2004) discuss the
consequences of disruptions related to maritime transport and mention delays, prolonged delivery
time, and lack of services which is in line with the empirical findings as all companies' main

mode of transport is maritime transport. However, both Company A and B appeared to manage
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the delays in transportation well due to their strategy with a large central distribution center with
generally large quantities of products in stock. Respondent D mentioned that Company D
managed to enter into an agreement with a shipping company where they managed to secure an
allocation of a certain fixed number of containers per week. This enabled them to mitigate their
delays in transportation as they secured space on ships every week at a set price. The empirical
findings, therefore, indicate that depending on what type of strategy a company operates at,
delays in transportation could be less or more perceptible. Moreover, the empirical findings also
indicate that effective decision-making and planning of the supply chain during an ongoing
disruption can mitigate the consequences of a supply chain disruption, which aligns with
Carvalho et al. (2018) and MacDonald and Corsi (2013) perception of the importance of an

effective decision-making process and planning in regard to supply chains.

When contrasting the COVID-19 pandemic with other unexpected disruptive events, the
respondents characterized it as incredibly protracted and uncertain. Respondent A mentioned the
financial crisis in 2008 as another disruptive event and described that it affected the company in
other aspects than the COVID-19 pandemic has done, more related to financial aspects.
Respondents B and C brought up the port-related conflict in Port of Gothenburg in 2016 and
mentioned that it affected their companies. However, compared to the COVID-19 pandemic it
was a minor crisis as they managed to solve the disruption by just redirecting all its shipments to
other ports in Sweden. None of the respondents declared that their companies made any change
in their logistics set-up during the COVID-19 pandemic, instead they kept their routings and
mode of transportation, which differs from Gonzalez-Aregall and Bergqvists, (2019) findings of
consequences of a supply chain disruptions. Respondent D mentioned the ongoing war between
Russia and Ukraine as one of few disruptive events in addition to the COVID-19 pandemic that
has occurred since Company D was established. However, due to Company D’s choice of
sourcing in Asia and choice of maritime transport for delivery of products, it has not been
impacted by the war in aspects related to its supply chain and has therefore not been forced to
change its logistics set-up. This indicates that the COVID-19 pandemic differs from other
disruptive events, thus the empirical findings also differ from Hall (2004) and Gurning and
Cahoon (2011) statements about change in logistics set-up as a consequence of supply chain

disruptions.

Finally, when assessing different sectors' resilience to supply chain disruptions, the literature

suggests that some sectors are more used to disruptions and are therefore more prepared for
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disruptions compared to other sectors (Baghersad & Zobel, 2021). In this regard, Baghersad and
Zobel (2021) state that the transport sector is more prepared since it often needs to plan ahead
for some disruptions and delays, based on how the traffic is around cities, thus more resilient to
disruptions than others. All respondents addressed the maritime transport sector challenges
during the COVID-19 pandemic, such as the lack of space on ships. However, Respondents B
and C declared that the outbound distribution was the least affected part of their supply chain.
This points to the transport sector being more used and prepared to supply chain disruption and
thus supports Baghersad and Zobel (2021) statement about the transport sector being more

resilient to supply chain disruptions.

Supply chain costs

The empirical findings demonstrate that the case companies suffered major effects of the
COVID-19 pandemic regarding supply chain costs. All respondents brought up the remarkably
increased container freight rates and described it as one of the major impacts of the COVID-19
pandemics on their supply chains. Respondents A and D described the container freight rates as
tremendously much higher today than before the COVID-19 pandemic, due to the shortage of
containers that has been. However, due to Company A's ongoing freight agreements with
forwarders before the pandemic started, it never had to pay the high spot prices. Similarly,
Company D managed to enter into a freight agreement with a forwarder at the right time, and
thus did not have to pay the extreme freight rates either. Respondent B stated that the increased
container freight rates impacted the prices of their products to a large extent, which together with
the risk of delays on seasonal products were the reason for chartering their own ship. Respondents
C described the increased container freight rates as a big challenge for Company C which caused
huge costs for the company. All respondents indicate increased freight rates as a great
consequence of the COVID-19 pandemic for its companies. From the empirical findings, it is
evident that the prediction by Hendricks and Singhal (2005) aligns, which states that costs may
increase as a consequence of a transport disruption due to an imbalance between supply and

demand.

The respondents further described the delays in transportation as an aspect that caused increased
logistic costs as well during the COVID-19 pandemic. Due to the imbalance in the supply and
demand of containers, the shipping companies were able to charge huge sums of money. The
respondents described that the delay in transportation resulted in products getting delivered after

their sales peak. Furthermore, all respondents described that their companies are seasonal in their
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range of products, mainly Company A, B, and C but also Company D with its outdoor furniture.
Companies B and C experienced many delays which resulted in products being delivered after
their sales peak. Although Company B and C do not sell perishable goods and the products might
be able to sell the next season, the connection can be drawn that they acquired increased costs as
they acquired obsolete inventory for the season (Hendricks and Singhal, 2005). Company A
struggled with the difficulties to forecast the number of quantities of products to be purchased,
which ended up with an overstock after the two peaks of the spread of the virus, due to they
received the products too late and had ordered too much in relation to the demand that then
existed. Since Company A also calls itself a seasonal-based company, the overstock could be
seen as obsolete inventory. This indicates that a variation in demand by the end customers caused
fluctuations in Company A's upstream orders, which caused a bullwhip effect that caused
increased costs in terms of excess inventory and thus obsolete inventory (Yang et al., 2021;
Hendricks and Singhal, 2005). Respondent D stated that Company D did not suffer from delays
to a large extent due to the fact that they secured an allocation of a certain fixed number of
containers per week. However, Respondent D still expressed that some delays in transportation
affected their delivery of outdoor furniture but due to the stable demand for outdoor furniture
they still managed to sell all their stock, thus not obtaining any overstock for next season, which
differs from the other studied companies. What differentiates Company D from the other studied
companies is the sector it operates in and its size in terms of profitability measures, sales, and
total assets, which thus supports Baghersad and Zobel (2021) argument that the consequences of

disruptions may differ much depending on these aspects.

What is evident from the empirical findings is that due to the uncertainties the COVID-19
pandemic has brought as well as increased logistics costs for such as delay, all companies have
implemented more and stricter controls in all the parts throughout the supply chain. Thus more
time and resources have been forced to be allocated to managing the stricter controls, which
indicates an increase in additional management fees has been caused, which aligns with Vilko
and Hallikas (2011) theory about disrupted processes will put additional pressure on companies'

financial strain during a supply chain disruption.

Supply chain performance
The empirical findings demonstrate that the studied companies have suffered from consequences

regarding the supply chain performance due to the COVID-19 pandemic, such as increased lead-

time. As all companies have been sourcing their products from mainly Asia, it appeared to
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compound the consequences due to the long distance (Blackhurst, et al., 2005), as fewer
challenges have been experienced in their outbound flows. All respondents mentioned the
reduced capacity in the factories in Asia due to both local restrictions and the lack of workers
due to infection of the virus. This has prolonged the lead-times of the manufacturing which in
turn has prolonged lead-times throughout the entire supply chain. Both Respondents A, C, and
D emphasized that they still experience disruptions due to reduced capacity in Asia, and most
recently in Shanghai which plays a significant role in global supply chains as it accounts for a
high number of volumes of output goods. This result is in line with the research of Lindroth et
al., (2020) that infers when any disruption happens within the supply chain there will be a
disruption that interrupts the material flow which consequently leads to for example increased
lead-times. It is evident from the empirical findings that the companies suffered increased lead-
times as a consequence of the COVID-19 pandemic. However, the increased lead-times in
manufacturing caused other disruptions and consequences for all companies as well. As
mentioned, all companies implemented stricter controls which increased their need for
management. Concerning the other disruptive event that occurred simultaneously as the COVID-
19 pandemic, the blockage of the Suez Canal, the respondents declared that it led to over-time in
terms of delivery. None of the companies were severely affected by losing products they had on
Ever Given, although companies A and B had shipments on the ship. However, the largest
consequence became the over-time in delivery as the following ships had to either wait or sail
around Africa which prolonged the time of delivery. This indicates that the COVID-19 pandemic
and the blockage of the Suez Canal caused consequences to the companies' supply chains similar
to what Lindroth et al., (2020) previously discovered about disruption interrupting the material

flow.

Furthermore, Lindroth et al., (2020) stated that disruptions that interrupt the material flow may
lead to penalties for customers. It is evident that the COVID-19 pandemic caused consequences
that caused penalties to customers in several aspects, such as delays, increased costs, etc.
However, Respondent D described that Company D experienced much more understanding
regarding delays, etc. from its customers, compared to other disruptive events they have
experienced. A possible explanation for this may be the public's awareness of the COVID-19
pandemic compared to other disruptive events the companies experience which do not get as
much media attention. Based on this, it indicates that the COVID-19 pandemic has differed from

other disruptive events causing effects on companies' supply chains.
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Company B was the only company that reduced its order volumes at the beginning of the COVID-
19 pandemic, as a response to the consequences and uncertainties that the pandemic brought.
Respondents A, C, and D stated that they kept their normal levels or even started to place orders
earlier. Company B’s choice of reducing its orders appeared to be an inefficient decision as the
demand for its products rise a lot after a short while, almost causing further disruptions within its
supply chain. This strengthens Carvalho et al. (2018) and MacDonald and Corsi (2013)
conclusions of the importance of an effective decision-making process and planning of the supply
chain, to avoid any disruptions that come from ineffective decision-making processes. Company
B’s decision of chartering its own ship and Company D’s decision of entering into a shipment
agreement, further emphasize the importance of an effective decision-making process as it was

crucial for both the companies in order to maintain the performance of their supply chains.

5.2 Supply chain mitigation strategies

5.2.1 Supply chain mitigation strategies in general

As presented in the empirical findings and emphasized by the respondents in the interviews, there
is of high importance of working with supply chain mitigation strategies. What the respondents
from all the studied companies have noticed and described is the importance of raising the
discussion from where they source their products. What is shown in the data is that the
respondents have emphasized the consequences of being as dependent as they are on Asia, since
they source the majority of their goods from Asia and mostly from China. As stated in the quote
by Respondent D presented in the empirical findings is that “I think it’s stupid to put all the eggs
in one basket...”. This quote is a good summary of what all respondents described in their
interviews, since they all have noticed and described the need to spread their risks to other parts
of the world, closer to their markets. By spreading out the risk to areas closer to the market can
they mitigate the risks of being as dependent and vulnerable as they have been with Asia/China
during the pandemic. This is partly further described by Blackhurst, et al., (2005) that elaborates
that today's modern supply chains have their manufacturing far away from the actual market,
which aligns with what the respondents stated about how their supply chains were constructed
before the pandemic. Liker (2009) further argues about the supply chain design that has been
highly influenced by today's globalization, which has made the supply chain focus on being as
cost-effective and fast as possible, and not on being close to the market to mitigate risks.
Therefore, all the respondents’ statements about their supply chains align with the presented

theories, in how the supply chains were constructed before the pandemic by placing them far
60



away, in the cheapest and best alternative possible. What can be seen is that companies A, B, and
C have started working on searching for new suppliers closer to the actual market, to mitigate
the risks that they noticed during the pandemic. This moving of sourcing is opposing the
presented theory, of how a supply chain is set up for a modern retail industry of greater scale.
Company D has noticed the same risks and addressed the issue of being as dependent on Asia
and China as a source for their products as they are today. Even though Respondent D stated that
the lack of resources and the fact that they are a smaller company that is growing in size, makes
it next to impossible to make this move closer to the market. A move closer to the market will
lead to a massive increase in production costs, which Company D will have to regain by
increasing its prices to an unrealistic level, to make up for these new and higher costs for
production. As Respondent D stated in the interview, a move like that is simply not worth it, as
the company is structured today. What is evident from the difference between the theory and the
bigger companies A, B, and C compared to Company D is that due to the size of Company A, B,
and C, they can manage to demand and negotiate more favorable prices in all stages of the supply
chain than Company D can do. This is since Company D does not have the same financial assets
and other key aspects as the others companies possess. Furthermore, the shorter distance between
manufacturers and the retailers' markets, will have an effect on the communication within the

supply chain, and the companies' expectations are that it will improve with this move.

5.2.2 Disruption discovery

Respondent A highlighted the importance of identifying disruptions as early as possible, which
is key to being able to mitigate the consequences as well as possible. This is not as clearly stated
by all respondents as by Respondent A, however, it is clearly implied by all the other respondents,
as they described their ways of working and the importance to address disruptions in all parts of
the supply chain, by having good communication in all stages. All companies' have therefore
realized and noticed the importance of good communication but mostly the importance of
information sharing within their supply chain. The importance of information sharing is highly
emphasized by all respondents as they stated that they have started working with much closer
and more frequent meetings with all parts of the supply chain. This is strengthened by Blackhurst
et al. (2005) that highlight the importance of information sharing between parties within a supply
chain. The companies have by establishing meetings more frequently started to secure and
implement new ways of working to ensure that the information sharing between parties will be
conducted. What can be concluded from the respondents' explanations is that they have realized

the importance of having a tighter and well-working relationship with all involved in the supply
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chain to mitigate the risks of disruptions. Moreover, it is evident that all companies have
implemented tighter controls in all parts of their supply chain to discover new disruptions as fast
as possible. Blackhurst et al., (2005) argue that faster information sharing at the beginning of a
disruption would lower the impact and its consequences. It is further elaborated that companies
need to consider the costs of implementing new information systems. It is crucial to consider it
as an investment that will pay off in the long term and that is a beneficial investment that will
exceed the costs, since it allows a much faster information sharing system for all parts of the
supply chain. Wilson (2007) further discusses the fact that traditional supply chains that do not
have new systems for information sharing often have to use several systems to collect the same
information that could be collected in one newer system, which poses a risk of causing a bullwhip
effect throughout the supply chain as presented in the theory. It is further elaborated that when
using several systems and moving information from one system to another, the chance for error
and miscalculations increases, and this can then create a disruption that could have been avoided
and mitigated by establishing a new and advanced information sharing system (ibid). The
respondents have learned that these types of systems and investments are needed and they have
therefore started to implement new systems and controls to mitigate the risks of a disruption
caused by the bullwhip effect or other roots that a newer system can mitigate. With these new
controls and with tight collaboration with their suppliers, they can share information about new
disruptions. Once they have or will have these new systems and controls in place they can come
close to having full control over the supply chain and know where the disruptions will occur now
and in the future. Moreover, because of the companies' new ways of working remotely, they have
the possibility of sharing this information live as it happens on-site and thereafter that start taking
actions to mitigate the risks directly. This new way of working aligns with what Hendricks and
Singhal, (2005) further describe as that supply chain disruptions are costly for companies, and
they, therefore, need to have established ways of working for how they are to discover disruptions
within their supply chain as fast as possible. All companies realized the effects of the pandemic,
and how it would affect their supply chains, because they all have a local team in China that
notified them about the pandemic in an early stage. The local team is a strategic decision, since
they source most of their products from that area and therefore they had a tight collaboration with

that team to discuss the disruptions they noticed locally and how they could mitigate them.

5.2.3 Disruption recovery

When a company has discovered a disruption it will need to recover from its consequences

(Blackhurst et al., 2005). As previously discussed, all respondents have noticed that one key
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aspect that has helped them to recover is tighter cooperation within their supply chain. This is
further elaborated by all respondents that the new tighter relationships they have with all parts of
the supply chain, with efficient information sharing, in terms of more frequent meetings and
information sharing systems, have been key to be able to start recovery from the COVID-19
pandemic. This is further strengthened by the theory by Loh and Thai, (2015) and Porterfield et
al. (2012) which states that if a company wishes to recover from a disruption, they need to have
a strong relationship with all parts of the supply chain. They further describe that if companies
have a close relationship with all parts of the supply chain, they can more easily recover from the
disruptions since all parts most likely are recovering from the same disruption and will therefore
be affected by each other. What is evident from the empirical findings is that the companies align
with the presented theory and have noticed the importance of working more actively with these

areas of the company to better recover from a disruption like the COVID-19 pandemic.

It is further presented by Jiittner et al., (2003) that companies can use four general mitigation
strategies when working with disruptions, namely avoidance, control, cooperation, and
[lexibility. As for the first part, avoidance is mostly used for certain geographical areas that might
be unacceptable or uncertain to operate in for some reasons. This is highly applicable to what is
stated by the respondents that have seen the uncertainties and disruptions that have occurred
during the pandemic in Asia and mostly China, which is the main country where all respondents
source their products. The respondents have, as described before, stated that they need to move

their sourcing closer to their markets to avoid (avoidance) that kind of uncertainty.

The second part is control and it is further described that a company might have several
disruptions and risks at the same time and will therefore seek to control these with different
strategies as presented in the theory. Some strategies and measures that often are taken are to
impose contracts to suppliers, transporters, and other parts in the supply chain to secure that part
of the supply chain from one type of risk. Other strategies that often are used to control risk are
to start a closer collaboration with all parts of the supply chain, increase information sharing,
increase inventory and inventory capacity, and order more to get an overcapacity as safety stock.
This is directly aligned with what the different companies have done to take control over the
situation, and what type of actions they have taken as described by the respondents. The
companies made several similar actions, but did some things differently compared to the other
companies. One thing that all respondents described was the fact that they all created a forum to

discuss the COVID-19 pandemic and its consequences. The forums were quite similar as they
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described them, the only thing that differed between the companies was the size of the forum and
which people that were included in the discussions from the beginning. However, all forums
came through with basically the same outcomes, which were to establish more frequent controls
and systems to control the supply chain. This action is directly aligned with what the theory
described as a strategy to mitigate a disruption. Furthermore, the respondents stated that they all
worked with e-commerce during the pandemic to secure sales, if the physical stores were to close
due to lockdowns. By working with e-commerce during the pandemic they assured and took
control over their sales and created some control of the disruption. However, some companies
made decisions that the others did not make, as for Company B that had to launch their e-
commerce which actually was planned to do in the future but was accelerated by the pandemic.
This was a different but similar strategy to mitigate risks of lockdowns as the others already had
e-commerce. Company B also made another decision that was rather controversial, which was
their decision to charter a whole container ship for themselves in cooperation with their partners,
to secure their sales for Christmas, since it would have been delayed and missed the sales period
if shipped through their commercial agreements. This decision is outside of the theory while it at
the same time aligns with the theory since Company B did it to take control of the situation.
Company D made a different decision compared to the other companies as well. It early took the
decision to sign a new freight contract to ensure their costs and mitigate the risks of a rapid
increase in freight rates and to ensure that they had allocated space on the ships during the
uncertain time of the COVID-19 pandemic, which resulted in that they received its products on
time. Lastly, company A also made a decision as the other companies did not do where it placed
more orders than planned, to ensure that they would have their products in stock and secure sales

by having an over-capacity.

The third part is cooperation which is, in contrast, to control, a thing that needs to be done with
other parties of the supply chain, and will thereby lead to a degree of lost control. As described
by Jiittner et al., (2003), cooperation is a joint agreement between several actors within the supply
chain that will work together to mitigate a common disruption by having a good relationship and
communication by sharing information. The information that is shared is about sources of risks,
future and current disruptions, and their risks and consequences, with a single purpose to
understand and increase the visibility of the supply chain. However, this method is limited since
it can only be applied to key suppliers and not all parts of the supply chain. This method has been
used by all companies that have participated in this study to a certain extent that has been

possible. The respondents described that they have started to work much closer with their
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suppliers by having more frequent meetings with them but also established more controls.
However, the information needed to be shared is limited to only be shared with the key suppliers
to mitigate the risks of information being leaked that might harm the company. The companies
might therefore be limited by the methods used, for what type of information they can share with
other parties in the supply chain, even if information sharing is needed to establish the best

strategy possible.

The last and fourth part described by Jiittner et al., (2003) is Flexibility and the purpose of this
strategy is to improve the supply chain to react and change more quickly than it might do today.
It is further described that supply chains today often do not handle sudden changes as well as
they could do, since it relies on the supply chain to be predictable. One thing that is further
described is the example made with postponement and that companies' decisions will be delayed
since they might need to move some products and sourcing to another area. There are benefits
from postponement in the supply chain which is that it practices the companies' decision-making,
and makes them more agile and flexible to adapt and react to a new situation and solve it faster
than before. Another aspect that can solve postponement issues is to have multiple sources for
the same products so that they can re-route the orders to the other sources, and thereby they have
spread their risks for disruptions. What has been described by the respondents is that they have
all emphasized that they have been efficient at making fast decisions during the COVID-19
pandemic. This is directly in line with the theory that they need to be flexible and react to the
situation and try to solve it as fast as possible. What also can be seen is that all respondents have
discussed the need to move their sources closer to their market and get several sources for the
same products to spread their risks and mitigate the risks of a local disruption, which also aligns
with the theory presented by Jiittner et al., (2003). What appears from the empirical findings is
that all companies aside from Company D will go forward with spreading their risks with
multiple sourcing for the same products and move some sourcing closer to their markets.
Company D declared that it will not execute this in the near future based on the increased cost

that this action comes with.

5.2.4 Supply chain redesign

As stated, when a disruption has occurred, the supply chain needs to recover. However, it will
also need to adapt and change, i.e., redesign to better fit and withstand disruptions that occur.
Blackhurst et al., (2005) describe that the redesign part of managing supply chain disruptions is

less developed than the two previous ones, discovery and recovery. However, they elaborate that
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when a supply chain is to be redesigned is it important to understand the different trade-offs
between the supply chains' different parts, such as cost flexibility and what that can gain for the
company. It is further described that a redesign of the supply chain is considered a challenging
and demanding task for the company, since it is crucial that they make the new supply chain
model fit with the environment in which it will operate (ibid). The respondents have described
several areas and aspects that they have or will redesign within their supply chain so that it will
sustain disruptions better in the future. All respondents have described that they have or will
establish more and stricter controls throughout the supply chain. The respondents' further state
that as a consequence of these new controls, they have needed to schedule more meetings in a
more frequent time span, than they have needed to do before the pandemic. They further elaborate
that the meetings also have changed in how they are structured since before the pandemic a
meeting regarding disruptions would often be long and heavy, but today the meetings can be
remotely conducted and be a quick check-up if all processes are running smoothly. By having
meetings more often, the meetings can be more relaxed and less stressful and time-consuming
compared to before the pandemic, and not require as much traveling as before since they have
needed to conduct the meetings remotely during the pandemic which worked well. It is further
described that the pandemic has given them many opportunities to change the supply chain for
the better, by changing the meeting structure at their company, in how and where they hold their
meetings. It has changed the structure of where they work and they can now continue to offer
that option to their employees. It is further elaborated that other aspects have changed, as all
companies today have seen the need to move their order point to an earlier stage to ensure their
deliveries on time for their sales period. However, they have also emphasized the importance of
working more in detail for all steps of the supply chain and that it is documented. This is in order
for them to use these documents in guidance for how they can work in the future in the event of
a big disruption. What is evident from what the respondents have described and what the theory
states in how a redesign of a supply chain can be done and what they can gain from it, is that all
companies have seen a gain in performance by redesigning their ways of working. Furthermore,
the companies have seen the benefits of redesigning their supply chain even if it is a hard and
difficult task that might be costly at the time but will be beneficial in the long run, which all
companies have noticed and therefore conducted a redesign of parts in their supply chain. Three
of the companies (A, B & C) have chosen to start the process of redesigning from where their
sourcing of products comes from, which is a costly and complex process, but which they have
learned is a necessary thing to do, to be able to mitigate the risks of being dependent on one area

with the majority of their sourcing. What can be concluded from the theory described by
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Blackhurst et al., (2005) is that the redesigned supply chain model needs to comply with the
environment that which it will operate within. What the respondents described is aligned with
the theory and they have noticed that all parts of the supply chain need to comply with each other.
The parts that they have or will change need to fit into the supply chain as a whole and not just

in their own part of the chain.

5.2.5 Supply chain resilience

The respondents described their ways of working and it is evident that they all work similarly to
each other, where all of them operate with high safety stocks. The reason that they operate with
a high safety stock has been described to be a mitigation strategy against the risks of delays and
disruptions, which gives their supply chain better resilience on its own. This mitigation strategy
aligns with how supply chain resilience is described by IJiittner and Maklan, (2011) and
Blackhurst et al., (2011), that some risks will occur no matter the measures taken to avoid them,
and the supply chain, therefore, needs to have some resistance/resilience on its own. Companies
A, B, and C further elaborated that it is also a sales tactic, so that they can ensure sales and always
have well-stocked department stores for their customers. As a direct result of the companies
wanting to have a high safety stock, they now needed to place their orders at an earlier point than
before, which in return has led to longer lead-times that increase the vulnerability of the supply
chain. This is further elaborated by Saenz and Revilla (2014) about the last years' development
of the modern-day supply chain, which has created a gap in supply chain resilience, since the
modern supply chain is highly complex. They further elaborate that this gap has created a
vulnerability against disruptions since the modern supply chain is not as resilient as the old ones
used to be (ibid). These longer lead-times have made the companies flatten out their order peaks,
and plan more in detail for when they want their products to arrive at their warehouse. Even if
this is a change for the companies in how they work and when they need to place their orders, it
is still something that they are used to doing. Therefore, this has only led them to place their
orders even earlier. Another aspect that is described by the respondents is that the companies
have increased their resources in certain areas within their supply chain, for example, increased
staffing, added more controls, etc. This since they have seen some lack of resources in certain
areas depending on which company it is. Unfortunately, none of the respondents elaborated more
on which areas these resources were added to, however, they all emphasized that they have seen
the need and therefore increased their resources where needed to increase the companies'
resilience. One area that all the respondents could elaborate on was that the companies have

started working more in detail and documenting their ways of working and getting it on paper to
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establish guidelines. Another thing that this has led to is the establishment of new and stricter
controls throughout the companies' supply chains, which have needed more resources to be
implemented, all of these implementations are directly in line with the theory of creating a
resilient supply chain. Supply chain resilience is as presented in the theory a concept that is
widely discussed and interpreted in many different ways, by different researchers, but the one
used in this study is written by Kamalahmadi and Parast (2016, p.121), and is quoted in the theory

as follows:

"The adaptive capability of a supply chain to reduce the probability of facing
sudden disturbances, resist the spread of disturbances by maintaining control
over structures and functions, and recover and respond by immediate and
effective reactive plans to transcend the disturbance and restore the supply

chain to a robust state of operations."

This is further confirmed by Christopher and Peck (2004) that describe supply chain resilience
as the ability of a supply chain to return to its original state or to change and adapt to a new and
more desirable state after being disturbed so that it will have a better resistance for future

disruptions.

What then can be concluded from what is stated in the theory and what the respondents have
described in the interviews, is that the companies are following the theory in how they have
decided to control and discover disruptions within their supply chain, but also in how they have
decided to redesign their supply chain so that it will become more resilient. The new and stricter
controls and control systems they have implemented are in line with the type of changes that are
needed and presented in the theory, which they have done to mitigate the COVID-19 pandemic
and the disruptions that followed. Furthermore the companies did operate with a high-safety
stock and had an early order point prior to the COVID-19 pandemic. Although the companies
have now moved their order point to an earlier point than before, to minimize the risks of
disruptions, and to increase the resilience if a disruption were to happen. Some disruptions can’t
be mitigated and will happen no matter what a company does as presented in the theory. The
actions taken by the companies will make the supply chain more resilient than before the
pandemic and therefore follows the theory presented by Sienz and Revilla (2014) and
Kamalahmadi and Parast (2016) that supply chain resilience is the strength that allows the supply
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chain to go back to the original state or to a better one with the changes made during the

disruption.

5.3 Summary of key learnings

There are many things that can be learned from the COVID-19 pandemic and how it has affected
the supply chain, but some things have been more important than others to learn and implement
in a company. The respondents have described several things but one that they all emphasized is
the ability to make fast decisions and fast being able to change their ways of working, in order to
mitigate the consequences of a disruption. This can be directly connected to the theory that
companies need to do certain things to recover from a disruption, to redesign their supply chains,
and do certain things in order for their supply chain to be resilient against disruptions. The
companies have noticed that they need to take action and work with fast decisions. They need to
be able to adapt and change their supply chain to minimize the consequences of a disruption.
Moreover, they have learned that they need to prioritize the work concerning mitigation strategies
and their supply chain management, so that the supply chain is being updated and can adapt and
overcome certain risks. Additionally, they need to start working more in detail so that their ways
of working are documented and that they can see at what stage risk is discovered and at what
stage it was created. Lastly, they need to establish certain guidelines or an actual mitigation

strategy plan on paper in order for the company to have guidance in a future disruption.

69



6. Conclusions, contribution, and further research

The last chapter of the study presents the main results and conclusions based on the analysis.
Moreover, the study’s contribution is presented followed by recommendations for future

research.

6.1 Conclusions

The purpose of this study was to investigate how supply chain disruptions caused by the COVID-
19 pandemic have affected the Swedish retail industry, to gain a deeper understanding of what
measures have been used by the industry to mitigate the consequences. One of the main things
that can be concluded is that the COVID-19 pandemic is different from any other disruption that
the studied companies have experienced before. This since the pandemic is an external
unexpected event that affected human health, which came with an indirect large and long-lasting
uncertainty to supply chains, that has forced the companies to react and adapt more flexibly than
they have needed to do before. This is since the pandemic came with infection waves and
lockdowns in certain areas and countries that led to a large extent of change in consumer demand
and shortage of supplies from different actors within the supply chain. Therefore, the COVID-
19 pandemic caused multiple disruptions throughout the supply chain simultaneously and
required companies to change and recover several times to survive and mitigate its damages.
Furthermore, this research concludes that the pandemic struck the companies as a rude surprise,
and the companies did not have a mitigation strategy in print and therefore had a hard time
dealing with the consequences at the beginning of the pandemic because of the need for fast
decisions. However, the need to work actively with mitigation strategies is now considered to be
an important part by the companies participating in this research to be able to be more resilient

to future disruptions.

In the introduction of the study, previous research of (1) supply chain disruptions, (Il)
consequences of supply chain disruptions, and (III) mitigations strategies were presented. Due
to the COVID-19 pandemics' recent emergence, it was motivated to further research its effect on
the supply chain within the Swedish retail industry and what measures and mitigation strategies
have been taken. Based on previous research and its findings, two research questions were

developed:
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RQ 1: What type of effects did the supply chain disruptions caused by the COVID-19 pandemic

have on the Swedish retail industry, more specifically the DIY and furniture sectors?

The outcome of the study demonstrates that the Swedish retail industry has been heavily affected
by the supply chain disruptions caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. Previous literature has
demonstrated loss of profits, loss of competitive advantages, and a damaged business reputation
as consequences of disruptions in regard to commercial aspects. However, this study’s empirical
findings demonstrate that the companies' overall profits increased during the supply chain
disruptions caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. Additionally, some of the companies increased
their business reputation and competitive advantages as well, since they were able to meet
customers' demands by having products in stock that other companies were not able to have due
to supply chain disruptions. This study therefore adds new insights and understandings to

previous literature and research on the consequences of supply chain disruptions.

More specifically, the COVID-19 pandemic has contributed to high levels of uncertainty for the
Swedish retail industry, due to the high percentages of sourcing from countries far away from
their markets, primarily from Asia. What can be ascertained is that all the studied companies
experienced increased lead-times and delays as two of the largest consequences. Furthermore, all
companies suffered from increased costs due to an imbalance between the supply and demand of
containers which increased the container freight rates. Additionally, the companies also suffered
increased costs due to increased prices on raw materials. These empirical findings align with
arguments by previous research on the consequences of supply chain disruptions. Furthermore,
it can be concluded that the studied companies operate similarly in many aspects, especially
within their strategy of sourcing. All companies expressed that one of the least affected areas
within their operations during the COVID-19 pandemic has been the outbound distribution. The
empirical results of the study thus align with the previous statement about the fact that the

transport sector is more resilient to supply chain disruptions compared to other sectors.

RQ 2: What kinds of measures and mitigation strategies have been implemented and used by the
Swedish retail industry to manage the supply chain consequences caused by the COVID-19

pandemic?

Concerning the measures and the risk mitigation strategies that the companies have taken during

the COVID-19 pandemic, several findings can be found. Only one of the companies expressed
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that it had an established supply chain risk mitigation strategy before the outbreak of the
pandemic. However, all companies have been forced to take and develop several measures to
mitigate the disruptions and risks of the pandemic, thus all companies have increased their
development of risk mitigation strategies. It is evident that an efficient decision-making process
during an ongoing supply chain disruption is a crucial factor in mitigating the consequences. This
is shown by the fact that the companies who managed to secure efficient agreements with partners
also managed to secure an allocation of a certain volume of inbound goods, which appeared to
be one of the most significant measures during the ongoing pandemic. Other measures that have
been taken by the companies are stricter and more frequent controls with all actors involved
within the supply chain, in order to mitigate the risk of consequences due to inadequate exchange
of information. Moreover, the process of placing orders has been moved to an earlier stage than
before and has been one measure all companies have implemented to ensure deliveries since the
outbreak of the virus. This measure was taken as a consequence of the prolonged lead times in
the factories in Asia and the delays in transportation due to the lack of space on ships.
Furthermore, the setup of more frequent internal reconciliation and meetings has been a measure
that all companies have implemented as a consequence of the supply chain disruption caused by

the COVID-19 pandemic, to increase the information sharing and mitigate the consequences.

6.2 Contribution

Much of the existing literature has previously focused on measures companies have taken prior
to or post a supply chain disruption and not to the same extent touched on measures companies
have taken during an ongoing supply chain disruption. The study's qualitative empirical material
has contributed to deeper insight and understanding of what measures and risk mitigation
strategies the Swedish retail industry has implemented during an ongoing supply chain
disruption, the COVID-19 pandemic. The qualitative collected data shows the importance of
efficient decision processes, information sharing between actors, the ability to adapt and change
processes, and the importance of having a plan to mitigate risks and disruptions. These aspects
have been crucial to be able to managing the supply chain disruptions caused by the COVID-19

pandemic.

Moreover, this study aimed to describe the main features of the implemented measures from the
chosen segment, which actors within the industry could benefit from when future disruptions

occur. This study contributes with its findings on what measures and mitigations strategies have
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been beneficial, that the Swedish retail industry can take part of, which can be helpful for
guidance when future unexpected disruptions occur. This study can therefore give guidance to

actors when developing mitigation strategies in advance of future disruptions.

This study further contributes to the existing theory of consequences of supply chain disruptions.
Previous literature has stated loss of profits, competitive advantages, and a damaged business
reputation as consequences of disruptions in regard to commercial aspects. However, this study’s
empirical findings demonstrate that the company's overall profits increased during the supply
chain disruption caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. The study also investigated companies of
different sizes in terms of such as turnover and numbers of employees, however, all companies
within the two chosen segments experienced the same growth and progress. This research
therefore adds new insights to previous literature and provides new perspectives on consequences

of supply chain disruptions.

6.3 Further research

While conducting this study, other areas were discovered for potential future research. Firstly,
this study only included four companies. It would therefore be interesting to do a research with
the same premises as this one, but to include more companies within the Swedish retail industry
in order to increase the generalizability of the study. Moreover, it would be of interest to conduct
a study with other sectors within the Swedish retail industry, such as sectors that did not increase
their sales as the sectors examined in this study, to be able to compare the results with this study.
Moreover, it could also be interesting to investigate the same sector as examined but in a less
developed area of the world, that lacks the same technical resources as Sweden and its companies
have available. This is since the technical resources have been a crucial part of the success of
mitigation of the disruptions caused by the COVID-19 pandemic by being able to work remotely.
This is to compare the findings of that area with the results presented in this study. Moreover,
another potential area for future research could be to conduct research on another industry that is
not as dependent on container freight as the retail industry. Potential sectors could be ones that
use other modes of transport than maritime, and then compare those results to this study, or

investigate an industry that uses other types of maritime transport than container freight.
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9. Appendix

Appendix 1. Interview guide

General information about the company and the respondent (to enhance validity)
1. Would you like your and your company's identity to remain confidential?

2. What is your position in the company?

3. How many years have you been working within supply chains/logistics/transport?
4. Can you describe your primary responsibilities?

5. Please provide a brief description of your supply chain.

The COVID-19 pandemic
6. From a supply chain perspective, how has the COVID-19 pandemic affected your
company?

7. What impact has it had on an operational level? E.g., increased costs, loss of profits,
competitive advantages, a damaged reputation, etc.
a. What has been most affected?
b. What has been least affected?
c. Do you still experience the consequences of supply chain disruptions due to the
COVID-19 pandemic?

8. In comparison to other unexpected supply chain disruptions, such as the financial crisis
in 2008, the 2016 port conflict at a major logistics port in Scandinavia, or the ongoing
war between Russia and Ukraine, how has the COVID-19 pandemic affected your
operations?

9. An incident that occurred at the same time as the COVID-19 pandemic was the blockage
of the Suez Canal for six days by the container ship Ever Given. How did that affect your
company?

Supply chain mitigation strategies
10. Can you describe how your company works with risk mitigation strategies in general?

E.g., avoidance, control, cooperation, or flexibility mitigation strategies.

11. Did you have any established risk mitigation strategies that were enough to deal with the
supply chain disruptions caused by the COVID-19 pandemic?
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12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

What does the process of discovering supply chain disruptions generally look like? E.g.,
information sharing to avoid the bullwhip effect.

What does the process of recovering from supply chain disruptions generally look like?
E.g., avoidance, control, cooperation, and flexibility.
a. How have you managed to recover from the supply chain disruptions due to the
COVID-19 pandemic?

How have you managed to redesign your supply chain due to the COVID-19 pandemic
and its consequences? or is it something that the company is working on?

From an organizational perspective, what is your biggest lesson from the COVID-19
pandemic in regards to supply chain disruptions and their consequences?

Have your actions of proactively working with risk mitigation strategies changed due to
the COVID-19 pandemic and its consequences?

a. Ifyes, how? Please describe.

b. Ifnot, why?

Amongst the measurements you have taken during this period, what do you find to be the
most beneficial, efficient, and most important measurement/measurements? And, why
and how has that impacted your company?

Final questions
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18.

19.

What are your thoughts on future trends within supply chains? E.g., further increase of
globalization? Or a decrease due to the severe consequences of unexpected supply chain
disruptions?

Do you have anything to add that you consider we have forgotten to bring up?



