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Executive summary 

The impact of the Christchurch sequence of earthquakes has had comparatively large 
impacts compared to other international disasters on the domestic economy and on New 
Zealand’s GDP  (Statistics New Zealand, 2011a) and, for Canterbury, “most businesses in 
the region will have been affected” (page 6). There has also been a population decrease of 
2.4% for Christchurch in the year to June 2011 (Statistics New Zealand, 2011b). The 
comparative impact of the Christchurch earthquakes are larger in terms of the relative effects 
on the domestic NZ economy than other high profile natural disasters such as Katrina on the 
US economy, although the population dislocation effects may not be as large, as over 1 
million were displaced in New Orleans as a result of Katrina.  However, leaving aside 
international comparisons, the sequence of Christchurch earthquakes is the largest natural 
disaster to affect New Zealand.  

It is known from natural disasters elsewhere that the role of the business community will be 
crucial in helping to rebuild the Canterbury economy (Deitch & Corey, 2011). Although there 
has been a growth in research that has looked at disaster effects, much of this has been with 
impacts on households, families and people as the unit of analysis, comparatively little 
research on impacts on small and medium-sized businesses (Zhang, Lindell & Prater, 2009). 
Although it is arguable that the size of businesses is likely to be one factor affecting recovery 
(Stevenson et al., 2011), the role of SMEs is recognised increasingly as being crucial for 
economic recovery. 

To this end, the Ministry of Economic Development (MED) commissioned a module for this 
year’s BusinesSMEasure survey which aimed at capturing the impact of the Canterbury 
earthquakes on small firms in New Zealand.  

The study formed part of BusinesSMEasure, a yearly longitudinal study of SMEs in New 
Zealand, targeted specifically to survey micro and small sized firms.  

The number of firms that completed the survey was 1127. Fifty-one percent of these firms 
were micro (0 – 5 FTEs)1

 In line with recent world trends, a high proportion of SME business owners across 
New Zealand, 43 percent, had experienced a crisis in the last five years. 

 46 percent were small (6 – 49 FTEs) and 3 percent were medium 
(50 – 99 FTEs). About half of the firms operated in the services sector while the remainder 
were from the manufacturing, construction and primary sectors. About 10 percent of 
businesses were located in the Canterbury region. 

 Only one third of firms responded to the most recent serious crisis in a resilient 
manner. Further, vulnerability increases if the crisis is caused by a natural disaster 
rather than an internal crisis such as loss of key personnel. 

 Only a small proportion of small business owners across New Zealand undertake 
formal business continuity planning with less than ten percent having a formal written 
crisis management plan. No difference, however, was found between resilient and 
vulnerable firms in relation to them having a formal written crisis management plan. 
This suggests that it is experience and learning in dealing with the consequences of a 
crisis which important rather than the formality of the planning process. 

 The experience of dealing with the impact and aftermath of the Christchurch 
earthquakes has had a significant impact on the behavioural readiness of Canterbury 
SMEs, so that they have increased their capability to adapt to major changes in the 

                                                
1 FTE full time equivalent staff 
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business environment, although it made little difference to whether a formal crisis 
management plan was adopted. 

 Results showed a high degree of variability in business profile characteristics as 
predictors of the likelihood of experiencing a crisis. Location, the approach to 
planning and preparedness as well as the age of the owner-manager were the 
strongest predictors for crisis experience in SMEs. 

 Further, results showed a high degree of variability of impacts of the Christchurch 
earthquakes with SMEs both inside and outside the Canterbury region. Generally 
higher negative impacts for firms in the Canterbury region were reported, but 
especially higher negative impacts of insurance premiums. Although over 40 percent 
of firms in the Canterbury region report that both current and future contracts were 
negatively affected, there was still 30 percent who reported positive effects. Firms in 
Canterbury were more likely to have been affected by the availability of staffing, 
premises and supplies, by insurance premiums and by wage and salary costs. 

 Belief in business continuity levels were relatively high. Overall slightly more than half 
of small businesses in our sample believe that their business would be able to 
continue even if surrounding businesses were unable to operate or that they would 
have sufficient funds to cover temporary disruption if surrounding businesses were 
unable to operate. Only about one fifth of respondents doubted that this would be the 
case. This perception did not differ between businesses located in the Canterbury 
region and outside. The only area where responses were significantly different was in 
relation to the respondent’s perception if their current level of insurance would 
safeguard the business if it was unable to operate for three months. Respondents 
from within the ‘impact zone’ were significantly less likely to believe that this was the 
case compared with small businesses outside the Canterbury region. Small firms in 
other regions were therefore clearly more optimistic that their current level of 
insurance would safeguard their business in case of disruption to their operations. 

 We suggest some implications from the main findings and conclusions. These include 
that a national programme of measures to improve SME resilience is warranted. The 
experience of dealing with the after effects of the Christchurch earthquakes could 
feed into an awareness raising national; programme with SMEs with examples of 
business continuity planning and benchmarking of crisis management. As the 
frequency of crises and the unpredictable events is increasing, such a national 
programme should be given a high priority.  
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BusinesSMEasure 

BusinesSMEasure is a project that has been designed with one goal in mind: delivering 
excellent research to all those who can use it - the managers of New Zealand’s 450,000 
firms, those working in banks and other organisations that make up the ‘support 
infrastructure’ and all those involved with developing government policies and programmes. 
The aim of BusinesSMEasure is to examine small and medium sized firms as they develop 
through an ongoing, longitudinal research program. 

In the first phase, researchers visited and interviewed 400 firms in eight separate studies. 
This produced a hugely valuable resource and formed the foundation for the second phase 
of BusinesSMEasure, a quantitative survey. The specific objective of this survey is to gather 
data over time that relates both to the characteristics of the firm and its performance, and to 
the owner-managers. The survey is administered annually by mail. Each survey has potential 
to gather data on an issue of current concern – using the approach typical of an ‘omnibus 
survey’, thus allowing the researchers to gather data on highly topical subjects.  

DEFINING SMES 
Consistent with international definitions, but allowing for the fact that large firms in New 
Zealand are smaller than large firms in other countries, we define SMEs in the following way 
(Cameron & Massey 1999): 

Micro-enterprise: Five staff and fewer  

Small enterprise: between six and forty-nine staff 

Medium enterprises: between fifty and ninety-nine staff 

Sixty-nine percent of enterprises in New Zealand have no employees and 89 percent employ 
five or fewer people (Ministry of Economic Development, 2011). Micro-enterprises are an 
important group that are not captured by nationwide business surveys, like the Business 
Operations Survey (BOS). Therefore, BusinesSMEasure has been designed to produce 
regular, reliable and independent evidence on New Zealand SMEs and to complement 
existing surveys by including firms with fewer than five FTEs. 

Project Schedule Project Schedule Project Schedule Project Schedule 
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Research focus 

IMPACT OF CANTERBURY EARTHQUAKES ON SMALL FIRMS IN NEW 
ZEALAND 
The sequence of devastating earthquakes of September 2010, February, June and 
December 2011 in Canterbury have highlighted the ever present threat of business 
interruptions by natural disasters. 
 
Preliminary results from Christchurch indicate that of those organisations that were affected 
by the 4 September earthquake or subsequent aftershocks, the majority (64 percent) were 
forced to close at least temporarily. Of those organisations that reported closing for a period 
of time, the average length of closure was seven days (Stephenson et al., 2011). While 
closure is a major impact following a disaster, there are several other factors that disrupt or 
hinder an organisation’s ability to do business even if it does not cause the business to close. 
Examples for such factors include unavailability of staff, lack of customers, increased costs 
or decreased productivity. Further, supply chain interruptions can have a major impact on the 
ability of a firm to continue its operations.    
 
Internationally, there has been a growth in research that has looked at disaster effects, but 
much of this has been with impacts on households, families and people as the unit of 
analysis, comparatively little research on impacts on small businesses. The few studies that 
have been undertaken are mostly from North America especially post hurricanes Katrina & 
Andrew. These studies suggest that up to 40 percent of small firms did not reopen (Runyan, 
2006). However, the effects were variable across and within industry and sector. Further we 
can expect that the impact on firms varies inside and outside disaster zones. Supply chain 
effects, for example, can severely impact on businesses outside the disaster zone. 
 
On the one hand, it can be argued that small firms are highly vulnerable to the impacts of 
crisis such as natural disasters because they have limited financial and human resources to 
respond. On the other hand, it can be argued that they are more flexible and better able to 
respond quickly to changing environments. This adaptive capability is crucial to improve 
resilience to crisis such as natural disaster. However, the majority of small firms do not fully 
develop this capability. Business continuity planning is a key measure in improving a firm’s 
adaptive capability and in turn resilience. Business continuity planning is “about anticipating 
failures and taking planned and rehearsed steps to protect the business and it’s 
stakeholders’ interests”. (Herbane, 2010, p 46).  
 
The limited international empirical evidence that is available indicates that between 40 and 
59 percent of small firms do not have a business continuity plan and are ill prepared to deal 
with threats such as natural disasters (Herbane, 2010) 
  
In the light of recent crisis and disasters, government agencies nationally as well as 
internationally are increasingly concerned with understanding to what extent businesses are 
making provisions to increase their resilience. 
 
The specific objectives for this study are: 

 to assess the extent and nature of crisis experience in small firms 

 to identify planning and preparedness mechanisms and to assess how small firms 
have adapted 
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 to assess the impact of Canterbury earthquakes on small firms’ operations inside and 
outside the ‘impact zone’  

 to assess the awareness of potential threats to  business continuity planning for 
future events 
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Methodological background 

The New Zealand Centre for SME Research has developed a sound methodological 
approach that has been evaluated by peer review and that follows the guidelines provided by 
Massey University’s Human Ethics Committee. BusinesSMEasure is designed as a 
longitudinal study. Given the relatively high attrition rate in the SME sector we have opted to 
use a revolving panel. This means that we feed in new firms at each wave to keep the size of 
our panel stable.  

SAMPLE AND RESPONSE RATE 
The population of New Zealand SMEs comprises 468,9022

 

 private sector enterprises, 
equalling 99 percent of all enterprises in New Zealand. The following table provided the 
context for BusinesSMEasure and shows the New Zealand SME population by size. 

Size group No. of enterprises % of enterprises 

0 327,573 69 

1-5 99,214 21 

6-49 42,618 9 

50-99 2,140 1 

Total 471,545 100 

      Table 1: Private sector enterprises in New Zealand by size (MED 2010)3

 

 

The sample for this study was purchased from Martins, a commercial provider of business-
to-business information in New Zealand.   

The 2011 survey involved 3,527 firms. There were 1,127 usable responses after excluding 
186 ineligible and unreachable firms. The overall response rate was 32 percent, which is well 
above an acceptable rate for this type of mail survey (Bartholomew & Smith, 2006). 

DATA COLLECTION 
The study followed Dillman’s (2000) Total Design Method (TDM) in choosing the sample, 
developing, designing and pilot testing the questionnaire. BusinesSMEasure is a postal 
survey. The mail survey was carried out between 3 October and 22 December 2011 using a 
four stage approach at an interval of two weeks. The first mail-out contained an information 
letter and the survey questionnaire. Step two in the mail-out process entailed a postcard 
reminder. This was followed up by another reminder letter with a survey questionnaire and 
the final step was another postcard reminder. The survey form was addressed to the Owner, 
Owner-manager or Managing Director. Data were collected in four thematic sections: 

 Section A: Crisis experience and planning 

 Section B: Buying and selling a business 
                                                
2 Based on the 2007 Longitudinal Business Frame which covers all industries, including 

agriculture. For more information see www.statistics.govt.nz. 
3 Ministry of Economic Development. (2010). SMEs in New Zealand. Structure and 

Dynamics. Wellington, New Zealand: Ministry of Economic Development. 

http://www.statistics.govt.nz/�
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 Section C: Managing in difficult economic times 

 Section D: Impact of Canterbury earthquakes 

 Section E: Managing regulation 

 Section F: Managing the business in the face of change 

 Section G: Firm performance 

 Section H: Demographics 

 
DATA QUALITY 
In order to check for non-response bias, a comparison on the demographic profile (gender, 
legal form of firm and family firm) was made between respondents who replied to both 2010 
and 2011 surveys and those who replied in 2010 but did not reply in 2011, following 
Armstrong and Overton’s (1977) approach. The insignificant differences between the two 
groups of respondents suggested that non-response bias was non-existent or too small for 
detection.  

To account for common method bias, given that the study used a single instrument to 
measure all the variables of the study, Harman’s single-factor test was performed on 
selected items (Podsakoff et al., 2003). The un-rotated factor solution reported seven 
underlying factors with eigenvalues greater than one. These seven factors accounted for 
variances ranging from 1.55 percent to 21.29 percent and no factor accounted for more than 
50 percent of the total variance. The results offered some evidence that the common method 
bias could not explain the variations in the responses to the questions.  

Overall, data quality was considered satisfactory for most variables. No missing data 
techniques were applied. Only two questions were considered dissatisfactory and due to the 
high percentage of missing information, data imputation was not considered to be adequate. 
Instead it was decided to drop those two questions from further analysis. See page 33-34 for 
more information on those two questions. 

STATISTICAL METHODS 
Two statistical tests were used to analyse data – chi-square test and Student’s t-test. 

The chi-square test is a nonparametric statistical test that is used to examine differences with 
categorical variables. For the purpose of this report, a two-tailed test chi-square test was 
applied. 

Student’s t-Test assesses whether the means of two groups are statistically different from 
each other by comparing sample means and displaying the two-tailed probability of the 
difference between the means.  

Exploratory factor analysis was undertaken to uncover the underlying structure of a set of 
variables on crisis planning and preparedness.  

To answer more complex research questions, regression analysis was undertaken where 
appropriate. It is employed to predict the variance in a dependent, based on linear 
combinations of interval, dichotomous, or dummy independent variables. Multiple regression 
can establish that a set of independent variables explains a proportion of the variance in a 
dependent variable at a significant level, and can establish the relative predictive importance 
of the independent variables. 

If a result is referred to as “statistically significant”, there is statistical evidence that there is a 
difference. For the purpose of this report, a 5 percent level of significance was applied. This 
means that the finding has a 5 percent probability of being incorrect. 
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Sample profile4

ABOUT THE OWNERS 

 

The survey revealed demographic results about the individual owners and owner-managers 
who make up the respondents of the 2011 BusinesSMEasure survey. The information 
collected includes: owner age, type of firm entry, age at firm entry, gender and ethnicity of 
owner. 

Owner age 
The age range of the owners who responded to the survey was between twenty-two and 
eighty-four, with an average age of fifty-seven years. The majority (67 percent) of owners 
were between fifty-one and seventy years old. The biggest group (37 percent) was the fifty-
one to sixty year olds, whereas only 5 percent of the sample were under forty years old. 
Table 2 shows a more detailed analysis of the age distribution. 

 

Age  No. of respondents % of respondents 

30 and younger 11 1 

31 to 40 44 4 

41 to 50 251 23 

51 to 60 400 37 

61 to 70 328 30 

71 and older 56 5 

Total 1090 100 

   Table 2: Number of owners by age 

Firm entry 
As the results in Table 3 show the predominant form of business entry is personal start-up. 
More than half of the respondents (54 percent) had reported this method, followed by 34 
percent who bought it as a going concern. A small group (6 percent) entered the firm by way 
of a management buy-out and 6 percent had inherited the firm in question.  

 

Firm entrance No. of respondents % of respondents 

Started it up 587 54 

Bought going concern 376 34 

Management buy-out 70 6 

Inherited 60 6 

Total 1093 100 

           Table 3: Number of owners by the way they entered the firm 

                                                
4 The number of respondents varies by question as not all respondents answered all 

demographic questions. Further, percentages might not round to 100 due to rounding. 
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Firm entry age 
On average, the owners were thirty-eight when they entered the business. Slightly more than 
one quarter (28 percent) of respondents indicated that they were thirty years and younger at 
firm entry, while 35 percent entered the firm between the ages of thirty-one and forty, and 
about one quarter were between forty and fifty years old.  

 

Age at firm entry No. of respondents % of respondents 

30 and younger 295 28 

31 to 40 367 35 

41 to 50 275 26 

51 and older 111 11 

Total 1048 100 

   Table 4: Number of owners at firm entry by age of owner 

 
Gender 
As Table 5 shows, 81 percent of the owners were male and 19 percent were female. 

 

Gender No. of respondents % of respondents 

Male 904 81 

Female 208 19 

Total 1112 100 

   Table 5: Number of owners by gender 

 
Ethnicity 
As shown in Table 6, 91 percent of the respondents were of New Zealand European 
descent, indicating that different minority ethnic groups are underrepresented in the sample 
(although Māori are adequately represented; it is Asian groups that are under-represented). 

.  

Ethnicity No. of respondents % of respondents 

New Zealand European 91 91 

Maori 21 2 

Chinese 5 <1 

Indian 7 <1 

Other 67 6 

Total 1108 100 

        Table 6: Number of owners by ethnicity 
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ABOUT THE FIRM 
The survey also collected data about firm size, types of employees, age and type of firm, 
industry, location, whether the firm exported or not, and the size of the turnover. 

Size 
Based on the number of full time equivalent (FTE) employees, 12 percent of firms did not 
have any employees. 39 percent of the firms employed one to five FTEs, 46 percent 
employed six to forty-nine FTEs and 3 percent employed fifty to ninety-nine FTEs. The 
average number of FTEs per firm was five. The average number of full-time employees was 
four while the average number of part-time employees was one.  

 

Firm size (FTEs) No. of firms 
BusinesSMEasure 

% of firms 

0 employees 133 12 

1 to 5 446 39 

6 to 49 515 46 

50 to 99 33 3 

Total 1127 100 

                    Table 7: Number of firms by size (FTEs) 

 

The firm size distribution reflects the sampling design rather than national context to ensure 
micro i.e. firms employing five staff or fewer are adequately represented.  

 
Age of firm 
The average age of the firms in our sample was twenty-three years. 88 percent were over 
ten years old, while only 2 percent had been operating for fewer than five years. This 
indicates that the firms in the sample were well established and mature, reflecting the sample 
design. Table 8 shows the age distribution of the firms in more detail: 

 

Firm age (years) No. of firms % of firms 

5 or younger 19 2 

6 – 10 94 10 

11 – 20 300 31 

21 and older 551 57 

Total 964 100 

Table 8: Number of firms by firm age 
 

Type of firm 
The vast majority (83 percent) of the respondents indicated that their firms were set up as a 
limited liability company. Nine percent reported that their firm was a partnership, while eight 
percent were sole traders. Over half of the respondents (56 percent) described their firms as 
a family business. The high number of limited liability companies reflects the national context. 
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New Zealand is considered to be the easiest country worldwide to establish a business 
(World Bank, 2009). 

 

Form of legal ownership No. of firms % of firms 

Limited Liability 917 83 

Partnership 106 9 

Sole trader 85 8 

Total 1108 100 

     Table 9: Number of firms by type of ownership 

 
Industry sector 
Slightly more than one quarter of the firms (27 percent) were manufacturing firms and a 
similar proportion of firms were services firms (29 percent). Eighteen percent of firms 
operated in the wholesale or retail sector, with the remaining coming from primary production 
(15 percent) and construction (11 percent). Table 10 shows the distribution of the sample by 
industry sectors: 

 

Industry sector No of firms % of firms 

Primary Production 169 15 

Manufacturing 306 27 

Construction 121 11 

Wholesale/Retail 206 18 

Business, Property and Finance Services 109 10 

Other services 210 19 

Total 1121 100 

                Table 10: Number of firms by industry sectors 

 
Regional location 
This survey used a nation-wide sample, covering sixteen regions. Using the physical address 
data and guided by the Statistics New Zealand classification of urban and rural locations, the 
sample has been categorised, for analytical purposes, into urban and rural locations. 

 

Location No of firms % of firms 

Main urban (incl. Satellite urban) 785 72 

Independent urban 233 21 

Rural 69 6 

Total 1087 100 

                Table 11: Number of firms by location 
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To allow for international comparison, the urban category comprises of main urban and 
satellite urban areas, but excludes independent urban areas. This group has been combined 
into the rural category.  Table 11 and 12 shows the distribution of the sample by location. 

 

Region No. of firms % of firms 

Northland (incl. parts of Auckland Region) 125 12 

Auckland  Central 110 10 

Waikato (incl. parts of Auckland Region) 74 7 

Bay of Plenty 199 18 

Gisborne, Hawke’s Bay, Taranaki, Manawatu-Wanganui 147 14 

Wellington Region 63 6 

Wellington Central 45 4 

Tasman, Nelson Marlborough, West Coast 125 12 

Canterbury 102 9 

Otago, Southland 94 9 

Total 1082 100 

    Table 12: Number of firms by location 
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ABOUT THE FIRMS’ PERFORMANCE 
 

Turnover 
The average turnover for the firms in our sample over the last twelve months was $1 million. 
Table 9 shows that while the majority of respondents (65 percent) had a turnover of more 
than $500 thousand, 35 percent had a turnover of $500 thousand or less, with 26 percent 
falling in the $100 thousand to $500 thousand band.  

  

Turnover No. of firms % of firms 

$100k or less 88 9 

$100k - $500k 247 26 

$50k - $1m 174 18 

$1m - $5m 310 32 

$5m and more 146 15 

Total 965 100 

        Table 13: Number of firms by turnover 

 

Table 14 shows the distribution of turnover by firm size. The majority of firms employing 5 
staff or fewer reported an annual turnover of between $100k and $500k. The majority of firms 
employing six to 49 staff were in the $1m to $5m turnover category and the majority of firms 
employing 50 to 99 staff were in the $5m or more turnover category. 

 

 % of firms by size group 

Turnover  0 to 5 6 to 49  50 to 99 

$100k or less  18 1 0 

$100k - $500k  49 4 0 

$500k - $1m  19 19 0 

$1m - $5m  13 53 9 

$5m and more  2 24 91 

         Table 14: Number of firms by turnover and firm size (FTEs) 

 
Perceived performance change in the last 12 months 
Respondents were asked to compare their firm’s performance to 12 months ago and to 
indicate on a five-point Likert scale whether their performance has increased, stayed the 
same or decreased. 

For turnover and profitability the sample was quite evenly split with about one third each 
reporting increased performance, same performance and decreased performance. For 
productivity the performance trend was positive with 30 percent of respondents indicating an 
increase compared to only 10 percent who reported a decrease. A similar, but less 
pronounced positive trend was reported for market share. Overall, more respondents 
reported to have increased their market share (26 percent) rather than decreased (17 
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percent). In relation to debt, 34 percent of respondents have decreased their debt in the last 
12 months and 45 percent reported stable debt levels. Twenty percent of respondents, 
however, have increased their firms’ debt levels in the last 12 months. With regard to the 
number of staff, only 17 percent of respondents increased the number of employees in the 
last 12 months and 24 percent decreased their staffing levels. The majority of respondents 
(60 percent), however, reported stable levels of employment.  

 

 Strongly 
increased 

Increased About the 
same 

Decreased Strongly 
decreased 

 N % N % N % N % N % 

Turnover 70 6 310 28 397 36 290 26 47 4 

Profitability 58 5 201 27 374 34 314 28 57 5 

Market share 26 2 257 24 594 57 153 15 19 2 

Staff 4 <1 178 17 632 60 228 22 16 2 

Debt 24 2 187 18 473 45 316 30 46 4 

Productivity 16 1 349 32 606 56 98 9 9 1 

Table 15: Perceived performance change in the last 12 months 

 
Innovation  
This study followed the OECD’s broad definition of innovation (2005) which includes the 
following four categories: “the implementation of a new or significantly improved product 
(good or service), or process; a new marketing method; or a new organisational method in 
business practice; workplace organisation or external relations”. Results showed that in the 
last twelve months 22 percent of firms reported product innovation, 16 percent process 
innovation, 20 percent organisational innovation and 24 percent marketing innovation. 
Overall 48 percent of firms reported to have undertaken at least one type of innovation 
activity in the last twelve months.  

 

Innovation No. of firms % of firms 

Products or services 252 22 

Operational processes 184 16 

Organisational processes 230 20 

Sales or marketing 270 24 

Total innovators (at least one innovation activity) 546 48 

       Table 16: Percentage of respondents reporting innovation activity in the last twelve months 

 
Export 
The percentage of firms exporting in the previous twelve months was twenty-two. Of these 
firms, 57 percent reported that exporting accounted for less than 10 percent of their annual 
turnover, 13 percent reported that it accounted for 11 to 25 percent of their annual turnover 
and 13 percent that it accounted for 26 to 50 percent of their annual turnover. Seventeen 
percent of firms reported that exporting accounts for more than 50 percent of their annual 
turnover. Table 17 gives more detail about the percentage of turnover generated by exports. 
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Export status No. of firms % of firms 

   Not exporting 862 78 

   Exporting 244 22 

Percentage of turnover of exporters No. of firms % of firms 

   1% to 10% 139 57 

   11% to 25% 31 13 

   26% to 50% 33 13 

   51% to 75% 21 9 

   More than 75% 20 8 

Total 244 100 

               Table 17: Percentage of turnover generated by exports in the last twelve months 
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Crisis experience and planning 

This chapter aims to assess the extent and nature of crisis experience amongst small firms 
and to identify their planning mechanisms.   

CRISIS EXPERIENCE  
Respondents were asked if their business has experienced a crisis in the last 5 years. For 
the purpose of this study, crisis was defined as a specific, unexpected event or series of 
events that creates high level of uncertainty and threat to the business. Other terms that are 
often used interchangeably are disaster, catastrophe or emergency.  

It is important to keep in mind that the survey results refer only to surviving businesses.  

Overall, 43 percent of respondents have experienced a crisis in their business in the last 5 
years. There was, however, a significant difference between respondents in Canterbury and 
other parts of New Zealand. While seventy-nine percent of respondents from Canterbury 
have experienced a crisis, 39 percent of respondents from other parts in New Zealand 
reported crisis experience. 

 

 

Experience of a crisis in the last 5 years 

Other NZ 
regions 

Canterbury Total 

 N % N % N % 

Yes 381 39 81 79 462 43 

No 588 61 21 21 609 57 

Total 969 100 102 100 1071 100 

Table 18: Extent of crisis experience in the last 5 years 

 

 

Type of crisis 

Other NZ 
regions 

Canterbury Total 

 N % N % N % 

Natural disaster 30 8 70 86 100 22 

Economic crisis 215 59 8 10 223 50 

Physical crisis 26 7 0 0 26 6 

Information crisis 5 1 0 0 5 1 

Personnel crisis 50 14 2 2 52 12 

External criminal crisis 1 <1 0 0 1 <1 

Reputation crisis 7 2 0 0 7 2 

Other 30 8 1 1 31 7 

Total 364 100 81 100 445 100 

Table 19: Type of crisis for the most recent serious crisis  

 

Those respondents who have experienced a crisis were further asked to identify the type of 
crisis for the most recent serious crisis. Overall, half of the respondents experienced an 
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economic crisis reflecting the challenging recessionary conditions the businesses were 
operating in over the last four years. Slightly less than one quarter of respondents have 
experienced a natural disaster and further 12 percent have experienced a personnel crisis 
such as the loss of a key employee or staff criminality. Not surprisingly, significant 
differences were found between respondents from Canterbury and respondents from other 
regions in New Zealand. While 86 percent of respondents from Canterbury have experienced 
a natural disaster, only 8 percent of respondents from outside Canterbury did. For those 
respondents in other New Zealand regions, the economic crisis was the most prevalent with 
59 percent compared to 10 percent in Canterbury. 

Respondents were further asked to assess the potential harm of the most recent serious 
crisis for their business. Only a minority of respondents (8 percent) considered that the crisis 
had no potential for harm, whereas about one third of respondents each considered the 
event to be moderately harmful or even seriously harmful. Slightly less than one quarter of 
respondents perceived the crisis to have the potential for extreme harm. Respondents from 
Canterbury were significantly more likely to have assessed the experienced crisis as 
potentially extremely harmful. While 40 percent of Cantabrian business owners considered 
the crisis to be potentially extremely harmful, only 20 percent of respondents from outside of 
Canterbury did. 

 

 

Potential harm of most recent crisis 

Other NZ 
regions 

Canterbury Total 

 N % N % N % 

There was no potential for harm. 35 9 3 4 38 8 

There was potential for moderate harm. 127 34 19 24 146 32 

There was potential for serious harm. 138 37 26 33 164 36 

There was potential for extreme harm. 74 20 32 40 106 23 

Total 374 100 80 100 454 100 

Table 20: Potential harm of most recent crisis for business  

 

Respondents were asked a second question in relation to how serious the crisis was for their 
business. While the previous question identified the potential harm the event could have 
caused, this question assesses the actual disruption the crisis has caused for the operation 
of the business.  

 

 

Seriousness of most recent crisis 

Other NZ 
regions 

Canterbury Total 

 N % N % N % 

We dealt with it as part of business- as-usual. 53 14 7 9 60 13 

It definitely challenged us, but was not overly disruptive. 60 16 8 10 68 15 

It definitely challenges us and was moderately disruptive. 94 25 20 25 114 25 

It definitely challenged us and was very disruptive. 8 23 25 32 113 25 

It definitely challenged us and could have shut us down 
permanently. 

82 22 19 24 101 22 

Total 377 100 79 100 456 100 

Table 21: Seriousness of most recent crisis for business  
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In relation to the seriousness of the crisis for the business, only 13 percent of respondents 
were not challenged by the crisis and dealt with it as part of business-as-usual. While the 
majority of respondents felt they were challenged by the crisis the extent of disruption to the 
business was different. Forty percent of respondents considered the crisis to be not overly or 
only moderately disruptive, while 37 percent considered it to be very disruptive or even a 
threat to the survival of the business. Interestingly, no significant differences were found 
between respondents from Canterbury and other regions in New Zealand.  

To measure resilience and vulnerability the questions on crisis experience and seriousness 
of most recent crisis were combined into a new variable. Those respondents that have 
experienced a crisis that had the potential for moderate, serious or extreme harm and dealt 
with it as part of business-as-usual or haven’t experienced it as overly disruptive were coded 
as resilient. Respondents that have experienced a crisis that had the potential for moderate, 
serious or extreme harm, but experienced it as very disruptive or potentially threatening the 
survival of the business were coded as vulnerable. All respondents that answered that the 
most recent serious crisis had no potential for harm to their business were excluded as it can 
be argued that a crisis is defined by its potential harm that it can cause. Further, we excluded 
those respondents that answered that the crisis was moderately disruptive as it can be 
argued that this category is ambiguous and can’t be clearly classified as resilient or 
vulnerable.  

The resulting resilience vs vulnerability indicator is therefore based on how firms coped with 
the most recent serious crisis i.e. it indicates an outcome. It is an arbitrary indicator and 
needs to be cautiously interpreted.  

 

 

Resilience vs vulnerability indicator 

No 
potential 
for harm 

Potential 
for 

moderate 
harm 

Potential 
for 

serious 
harm 

Potential 
for 

extreme 
harm 

Dealt with it as part of business- as-usual. x R R R 

Challenged us, but was not overly disruptive. x R R R 

Challenges us and was moderately disruptive. x x x x 

Challenged us and was very disruptive. x V V V 

Challenged us and could have shut us down 
permanently. 

x V V V 

Note:  R = resilient, V = vulnerable, x = excluded from analysis because clear classification could not 
be made 

Table 22: Categorisation of firms into resilient and vulnerable 

 

Results showed that 68 percent of small firms that have experienced a crisis in the last 5 
years were vulnerable in relation to the most serious recent crisis. Only one third of firms 
responded to the most recent serious crisis in a resilient manner.  

 

 N % 

Resilient 102 32 

Vulnerable 222 68 

Total 324 100 

Table 23: Number of resilient and vulnerable small firms 
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Data was further analysed to see if the type of crisis impacts on how resilient small firms are. 
Due to low numbers for information crisis, external criminal crisis and reputation crisis they 
were excluded from analysis. Results showed that firms that experienced a natural crisis 
were the least resilient whereas firms that experienced a personnel crisis were the most 
resilient. This suggests that most firms are better prepared for an ‘internal’ rather than an 
‘external’ crisis.  

 

Type of crisis Resilient Vulnerable Total 

 N % N % N % 

Natural disaster 17 25 50 75 67 100 

Economic crisis 48 31 109 69 157 100 

Physical crisis 6 35 11 65 17 100 

Personnel crisis 17 53 15 47 32 100 

Total 88 32 185 68 273 100 

Table 24: Type of crisis for the most recent serious crisis  

 

CRISIS PLANNING  
Planning is considered to be an important element of organisational resilience and is part of 
the crisis management process. Planning comprises measures of effective prevention and 
recovery for the business and is often referred to as business continuity planning, disaster 
recovery planning or crisis management planning. From the small business management 
literature it is known that small business owners are less likely to have a formal written 
business plan than larger businesses. This lack of formal business planning is reflected in 
their approach to crisis management planning. Overall, only 9 percent of respondents have a 
formal written crisis management plan in place. No difference was found for businesses from 
Canterbury compared to other regions in New Zealand. 

Overall, less than half of those who have a formal written crisis management plan have 
practiced or tested it for its effectiveness. Table 25 lists the descriptive results for businesses 
in Canterbury, other New Zealand regions and in total. Due to the small numbers of the 
Canterbury subsample for this question, regional differences are not interpreted. 

Those who have tested their plan were further asked to indicate when this has last 
happened. Results show that the majority have tested their plan after the first earthquake in 
September 2010 in Christchurch. Sixty-eight percent of respondents indicated that they 
practiced their plan after February 2011, 20 percent between September 2010 and January 
2011 and only 12 percent before September 2010.  

 

 

Formal written crisis management plan 

Other NZ 
regions 

Canterbury Total 

 N % N % N % 

Yes 82 9 10 10 92 9 

No 875 91 92 90 967 91 

Total 957 100 102 100 1059 100 

Table 25: Existence of a formal written crisis management plan 
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Tested for effectiveness 

Other NZ 
regions 

Canterbury Total 

 N % N % N % 

Yes 34 41 6 67 40 44 

No 48 58 3 33 51 56 

Total 82 100 9 100 91 100 

Table 26: Extent to which plan has been tested for effectiveness 

 

Besides planning, communication is another key element of crisis management. Effective 
communication allows acquiring, transferring and retaining important information in a crisis 
and therefore contributes to organisational resilience. Respondents were asked to identify 
the parties that they have communicated their crisis management plan with. Because of the 
multiple response format of the question, the results are based on percent of responses 
rather than percent of cases.  

Overall, respondents communicated their plan with on average two parties. Staff were most 
likely to be informed about the plan (36 percent), followed by the accountant or lawyer (12 
percent), customer and bank manager (11 percent respectively), IT provider (10 percent), 
supplier (8 percent) and emergency services (7 percent). 

Only 5 percent of respondents who had a written formal crisis management plan had not 
communicated their plan with any of the aforementioned parties.  

Table 27 lists the descriptive results for businesses in Canterbury, other New Zealand 
regions and in total. Due to the small numbers of the Canterbury subsample for this question, 
regional differences are not interpreted. 

 

 

Communication of crisis management plan 

Other NZ 
regions 

Canterbury Total 

 N % N % N % 

Staff 69 36 7 30 76 36 

Customer 21 11 3 13 24 11 

Supplier 15 8 3 13 18 8 

Bank 22 11 2 9 24 11 

Accountant/Lawyer 25 13 2 9 27 12 

IT provider 20 10 2 9 22 10 

Emergency services 13 7 2 9 15 7 

Other 8 4 2 9 10 5 

Total 193 89 23 11 216 100 

Table 27: Communication of crisis management plan 

 

Stephenson (2010) has developed a model and benchmarking tool of organisational 
resilience. In this model, organisational resilience is driven by two factors: adaptive capacity 
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and planning. For the purpose of this study, three of the indicators5

 

 were used to assess 
different aspects of planning and preparedness. The three indicators and their definition is 
provided as follows: 

Proactive posture

o We are focused on being able to respond to the unexpected. 

 measures the strategic and behavioural readiness to respond to 
early warning signals of change in the organisation’s internal and external 
environment before they escalate into crisis. This indicator consists of two items that 
were measured on five point Likert scale: 

o We are able to shift rapidly from business-as-usual mode to respond to crisis. 

 External resources

o We are able to collaborate with others in the industry to manage unexpected 
challenges. 

 measure the understanding of the relationships and resources the 
organisation might need to access from other organisations during a crisis, and 
planning and management to ensure this access. This indicator consists of six items 
that were measured on a five point Likert scale: 

o We have agreements with other organisations to provide resources in a crisis. 

o We keep in contact with organisations that we might have to work with in a 
crisis. 

o We understand how the business is connected to other businesses in the 
same industry or location, and actively manage those links. 

o The business is regarded as active participant in industry and sector groups. 

o We have thought about and planned for support that the business could 
provide to the community during a crisis. 

 Recovery priorities

o We clearly understand the minimum level of resources it needs to operate 
successfully. 

 measures the organisation wide awareness of what the 
organisation’s priorities would be following a crisis, clearly defined at the organisation 
level as well as an understanding of the organisation’s minimum operating 
requirements. This indicator consists of four items that were measured on five point 
Likert scale: 

o We are conscious of how a crisis in our organisation would impact others. 

o We have clearly defined priorities for what is important during and after a 
crisis. 

o We believe that our business’ priorities for recovery from a crisis would be 
sufficient to provide direction for staff. 

Results showed that businesses in Canterbury significantly differed from businesses in other 
regions in two of the three planning indicators: proactive posture and recovery priorities. This 
means that businesses in Canterbury demonstrated a stronger proactive posture i.e. a 
behavioural readiness to respond to changes in the business environment. Further, they had 
a greater awareness of what they need to recover from a crisis such as minimum level of 
resources needed to operate successfully. This difference in planning and preparedness can 

                                                
5 Exploratory factor analysis did not exactly replicate the item structure proposed by 

Stephenson (2010). A few items were removed and some loaded on other factors as 
originally proposed, but internal consistency of the three factors used in this study 
was considered satisfactory (Cronbach’s Alpha coefficient >0.7) 
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be interpreted as the result of the experience of dealing with the impact and aftermath of the 
Canterbury earthquakes. It also implies that many SMEs in other areas are unprepared to 
deal with the consequences of a natural disaster and may benefit from measures to raise 
awareness of disaster preparedness 

As indicated, planning is considered an important element of business resilience. Results 
from our survey shows that there was no difference between resilient and vulnerable firms in 
relation to them having a formal written crisis management plan. Thirty percent of small firms 
in our sample were resilient, independent of whether they had a formal written crisis 
management plan or not. This suggests that it is experience and learning in dealing with the 
consequences of a crisis which important rather than the formality of the planning. We did 
find, however, a significant difference between resilient and vulnerable firms in relation to 
their external resources and their proactive posture. Resilient businesses demonstrated a 
stronger proactive posture i.e. a behavioural readiness to respond to changes in the 
business environment. Further, they showed a greater understanding of the relationships and 
resources the organisation might need to access from other organisations during a crisis, 
and planning and management to ensure this access. 

 

 

Formal written crisis management plan 

 

Resilient 

 

Vulnerable 

 

Total 

 N % N % N % 

Yes 9 30 21 70 30 100 

No 87 30 200 70 287 100 

Total 96 30 221 70 317 100 

Table 28: Formal written crisis management plan and business resilience 

 

What are the determinants of small firm crisis experience in the last five years?  
This research question aims to investigate if there are any firm or owner-manager related 
characteristics that make small businesses more prone to having experienced a crisis in the 
last five years. Data has been analysed to identify specific characteristics that make small 
businesses more prone to having experienced a crisis in the last five years. Characteristics 
that have been examined are related to the firm such as size, location, industry and 
performance and to the owner-manager such as their gender and age. Further, the three 
indicators of planning and preparedness i.e. proactive posture, external resources and 
recovery priorities were examined.  

Of those firms that have experienced a crisis in the last five years, the manufacturing industry 
was the most likely to have experienced one (45 percent), followed by services industry (27 
percent), the wholesale and retail industry (17 percent) and the construction industry (11 
percent). No significant differences, however, were found across industries indicating that 
there was no particular industry that had a higher or lower risk of experiencing a crisis.  

With regards to location of the firm we found a weaker, but still significant (p<10 percent) 
relationship with crisis experience. While firms in main urban or satellite urban locations were 
the most likely to have experienced a crisis, firms in independent urban areas were the least 
likely to have experienced a crisis. This result is in line with previous research by Battisti, 
Deakins & Perry (2011) that identified a distinctive group of firms that are in the independent 
urban areas. These areas are effectively small independent towns and have a sufficiently 
large enough settlement to provide scope for retailing and other business and service sector 
firms. Although such areas are given an ‘independent urban’ classification by Statistics New 
Zealand (2004), they show more characteristics of rural areas than urban and with their own 
distinctive SME business population. It is arguable that independent areas have sufficient 
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local markets to sustain larger size firms than the more remote rural areas. It is arguable as 
well that their environments are more dynamic, producing a greater range of opportunities. It 
can also be argued that the results give some weight to a resource-based view of the firm, 
that such settlements provide sufficient resources and networks to provide SMEs with 
distinctive characteristics and with sufficient opportunities to be more resilient. 

No statistically significant relationship was found between firm size and crisis experience. 
Micro firms were as likely or unlikely to have experienced a crisis in the last five years as 
small or medium sized firms. 

Similarly, no statistically significant relationship was found between the firms’ performance 
and crisis experience.  

 

 

Crisis experience 

 

Yes 

 

No 

 

Total 

 N % N % N % 

Industry sector       

   Manufacturing including primary production 218 46 252 54 470 100 
   Construction 51 43 68 57 119 100 
   Wholesale/Retail 82 41 120 59 202 100 
   Business, Property and Finance Services 43 40 65 60 108 100 
   Other services 85 41 121 59 206 100 
Location       

   Main urban 352 45 423 55 775 100 
   Independent urban 85 37 146 63 231 100 
   Rural 27 40 41 60 68 100 
Firm size       
   Micro 243 43 327 57 570 100 
   Small 222 44 286 56 508 100 
   Medium 16 48 17 52 33 100 
Growth       
   No 350 43 468 57 818 100 
   Yes 124 45 149 55 273 100 

Table 29: Firm characteristics and crisis experience 

 

With regards to owner-manager characteristics we found statistically significant relationships 
for gender and age. In relation to gender we found a weaker, but still significant (p<10 
percent) relationship with crisis experience. Results showed that male respondents were 
significantly more likely to have experienced a crisis in their business than female owner-
managers. This result is in line with previous research that suggests that crisis preparedness 
perception and crisis proneness is ‘gendered’ meaning that female managerial approaches 
are more likely to facilitate the application of crisis-preparedness related strategies and in 
turn decrease crisis proneness (Mano-Negrin & Sheaffer, 2004). 

Further, results showed that crisis experience is statistically significantly related to the age of 
the business owner. Owner-managers aged 40 years or younger were significantly more 
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likely to have experienced a crisis in the last five years. In this age group 60 percent of 
respondents have experienced a crisis while only 38 percent of respondents aged 71 and 
older have experienced a crisis. The 71 years or older age group was the least likely to have 
experienced a crisis. It could be argued that the perception of risk increases with age which 
might in turn affect managerial approaches.  

 

 

Crisis experience 

 

Yes 

 

No 

 

Total 

 N % N % N % 

Gender       

   Male 399 45 492 55 891 100 

   Female 77 38 128 62 205 100 

Owner age       

   40 and younger 33 60 22 40 55 100 

   41 to 50 100 40 148 60 248 100 

   51 to 60 190 47 211 53 401 100 

   61 to 70 130 40 194 60 324 100 

   71 and older 21 38 34 62 55 100 

Table 30: Owner-manager characteristics and crisis experience 

 

A multivariate analysis6

 were less aware of what the organisation’s priorities would be following a crisis 

 was undertaken to systematically explore the determinants of crisis 
experience in small businesses. Binary logistic regression was used to estimate the effect of 
each of the variables that were previously described on crisis experience. Results show that 
small firms that have experienced a crisis in the last five years (in order of effect size) 

 lacked an understanding of the relationships and resources the organisation might 
need to access from other organisations during a crisis, and planning and 
management to ensure this access 

 were more likely to be operated by younger owner-managers 

 were more likely to be located in a main urban area  

 were less ready on a strategic and behavioural level to respond to early warning 
signals of change in the organisation’s internal and external environment before they 
escalate into crisis 

When using a multivariate approach, gender was no longer a significant predictor of crisis 
experience.  

                                                
6  Binary logistic regression was used using crisis experience as dependent variable. Independent 

variables were: Industry, location, firm size, growth, gender, age, proactive posture, recovery priorities 
and external resources. To assess model fit, Hosmer and Lemeshow’s Chi-Square Test of Goodness of 
Fit was used together with the Model Chi-Square result of the Omnibus Tests of Model Coefficients. 
Classification accuracy was assessed using the hit rate - the number of correct classifications divided by 
sample size. The criterion used to determine classification accuracy was that the observed hit rate had to 
be 25 percent higher than the proportional by chance hit rate. Overall, both models were considered to 
adequately fit the data. 



 

 27 

Overall, results suggest that besides the physical location of the business, the approach to 
planning and preparedness as well as the age of the owner-manager are the strongest 
predictors for crisis experience in small firms. Firm characteristics such as size or industry 
sector do not seem to play a significant role indicating that businesses across all size and 
sectors were equally at risk of experiencing a crisis. 

What are the determinants of small business resilience? 
This research question aims to investigate if there are any firm or owner-manager related 
characteristics that affected small businesses resilience or vulnerability to the most recent 
experienced crisis. Characteristics that have been examined are related to the firm such as 
size, location, industry and performance and to the owner-manager such as their gender and 
age. Further, the three indicators of planning and preparedness i.e. proactive posture, 
external resources and recovery priorities were examined.  

Results showed that of the firm characteristics that were examined, only firm performance in 
the last 12 months was related to resilience. Forty-two percent of firms that reported 
increased turnover and profitability in the last 12 months were resilient, compared to 29 
percent of firms that did not report increased performance. Analysis by type of crisis 
suggests that the relationship between firm performance and resilience is only evident for 
natural disasters, but not for economic crisis. In this case it could be interpreted that firms 
that were negatively affected by a natural disaster i.e. vulnerable, were less likely to report 
increased turnover and profitability. This relationship between performance and vulnerability 
was however not existent for economic crisis. But due to small sample size, the result needs 
to be interpreted with caution.    

Other than firm performance, none of the other firm characteristics affected business 
resilience. This means that resilient/vulnerable small firms can be found across all industry 
sectors, locations and firm sizes.  

Business Resilience Yes No Total 

 N % N % N % 

Industry sector       

   Manufacturing including primary production 45 30 107 70 152 100 
   Construction 11 36 20 65 31 100 
   Wholesale/Retail 16 30 38 70 54 100 
   Business, Property and Finance Services 8 32 17 68 25 100 
   Other services 22 36 39 64 61 100 
Location       

   Main urban 72 31 162 69 234 100 
   Independent urban 21 34 41 66 62 100 
   Rural 7 39 11 61 18 100 
Firm size       
   Micro 47 28 123 95 170 100 
   Small1) 52 35 72 65 147 100 
Growth       
   No 71 29 173 71 244 100 
   Yes 31 42 43 58 74 100 

Notes: 1) Medium-sized firms were excluded from analysis due to small sample size 

Table 31: Firm characteristics and business resilience 
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Similarly, both of the owner-manager characteristics that were examined (i.e. gender and 
age) did not affect the resilience of small firms.  

In relation to the three indicators of planning and preparedness, results showed that resilient 
small firms were significantly more likely to have a proactive posture i.e. a strategic and 
behavioural readiness to respond to early warning signals of change in the organisation’s 
internal and external environment before they escalate into crisis. No relationship, however, 
was found for recovery priorities and external resources.  

 

 

Crisis experience 

 

Yes 

 

No 

 

Total 

 N % N % N % 

Gender       

   Male 82 31 187 69 269 100 

   Female 19 37 33 63 52 100 

Owner age       

   40 and younger 7 29 17 71 24 100 

   41 to 50 17 28 43 72 60 100 

   51 to 60 47 37 80 63 127 100 

   61 and over1) 28 27 76 73 104 100 

Notes: 1) The age category ’71 years and older’ was merged with the ’61 to 70 years’ category due to 
small sample size 

Table 32: Owner-manager characteristics and business resilience 
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Impact of Canterbury earthquakes  

This chapter aims to assess how the Canterbury earthquakes have impacted on small 
business operations and their awareness of potential threats to the business’ continuity.  

IMPACT ON SMALL BUSINESS OPERATIONS 
Respondents were asked how the Canterbury earthquakes impacted on their firms’ 
operation. Research from disasters such as Katrina in USA (Deitch & Corey, 2011), the 
boxing day tsunami in 2004 that affected developing nations across South-East Asia (del 
Mel, McKenzie & Woodruff, 2010) the Gisborne earthquake in 2007 (Powell, Harding & 
Dravitzki, 2010) and the Queensland floods in 2008 (Apan et al., 2010) that the effects of 
such natural disasters are varied in their impacts on local businesses. This is true both in the 
‘impact zones’ and on businesses outside impact zones who may be affected by supply 
chain issues or cumulative ‘domino’ effects (Deitch & Cory, 2011). This is reflected in the 
findings of this survey. 

Overall, the results have highlighted some interesting differences and similarities in how the 
Canterbury earthquakes have impacted on small businesses in New Zealand. Again, it has to 
be stressed that the results represent only surviving

Not surprisingly, small firms from Canterbury reported stronger negative effects than positive 
effects across all areas of business operation. Particularly insurance premiums were 
perceived to have the strongest negative effect with 76 percent of Canterbury firms reporting 
being negatively affected. Results on the impact of the earthquakes on current contracts, 
future orders and customers suggested a mixed impact. While 41 percent of respondents 
reported that their current contracts were negatively affected, 21 percent reported positive 
effects. Similarly, 38 percent of respondents reported negative effects on future orders, while 
25 percent reported positive effects. Finally, 44 percent of respondents reported that the level 
of customers was negatively affected by the earthquakes, 30 percent reported positive 
effects. These results clearly highlight the varied impact of a natural disaster on small 
businesses even within the same geographical region i.e. impact zone. For other business 
operations, however, the impact was clearly more negative such as for example the use of 
premises or payments with 37 percent and 41 percent respectively reporting negative effects. 
For staffing availability, staffing levels, wage/salary costs and supply availability about two 
thirds of respondents reported being unaffected, with the remaining third being more likely to 
have been negatively affected. Particularly staff availability, wage/salary cost and supply 
availability was negatively affected by the earthquakes. Results for staffing levels were again 
mixed. While the majority reported being unaffected (69 percent), roughly the same amount 
reported being positively as well as negatively affected.  

 small firms. Firms that have experienced 
very strong negative impacts may have closed or relocated. This is an inevitable bias with 
much of the post-disaster research and results needs to be carefully interpreted in the light of 
this survivor bias. 

The negative effect of the Canterbury earthquakes on small firms outside the ‘impact zone’ 
i.e. in other New Zealand regions were clearly less pronounced. Again, insurance premiums 
were perceived to have the strongest negative effect with 53 percent of firms reporting being 
negatively affected. For all other business operations the majority of small firms outside the 
‘impact zone’ was unaffected by the earthquakes. There was, however, a small number of 
firms that reported a negative impact of the Canterbury earthquakes on the following 
business operations: supply availability (17 percent), current contracts (15 percent) and 
payments (14 percent). Similarly to firms within Canterbury, firms located in other New 
Zealand regions reported a varied impact on the level of customers and future orders. While 
21 percent of firms reported a negative impact on the level of customers, 10 percent reported 
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a positive impact. For future orders the results were similar: 19 percent reported a negative 
effect, while 9 percent reported a positive effect. 

Finally, Student T-Test was use to asses statistical differences in the impact of the 
Canterbury earthquakes on businesses within the ‘impact’ zone and outside. Results showed 
that small firms from the Canterbury region i.e. the ‘impact’ zone were significantly more 
likely to have experienced a negative impact on the following business operations compared 
to small firms in other New Zealand regions. 

 

 Staffing availability 

 Use of premises 

 Insurance premiums 

 Wage/salary costs 

 Supply availability  

 

Further we asked respondents four questions to measure their awareness on potential 
threats to their business continuity such as level of insurance, finance and neighbouring 
businesses being able to operate or not. Responses were measured on a five point Likert 
scale ranging from 1=strongly agree to 5=strongly disagree. Results are shown in Table 34. 

Overall slightly more than half of small businesses in our sample believe that their business 
would be able to continue even if surrounding businesses were unable to operate or that they 
would have sufficient funds to cover temporary disruption if surrounding businesses were 
unable to operate. Only about one fifth of respondents doubted that this would be the case. 
This perception did not differ between businesses located in the Canterbury region and 
outside. Similarly, most businesses (54 percent) believed that if the business sustained 
significant physical damage, they had sufficient funds to restart operations until their 
insurance claim were settled. About one quarter of respondents, however, disagreed that 
they would able to restart operations. Again, this perception was shared between businesses 
in Canterbury as well outside Canterbury. The only area where responses were significantly 
different was in relation to the respondent’s perception if their current level of insurance 
would safeguard the business if it was unable to operate for three months. Respondents from 
within the ‘impact zone’ were significantly less likely to believe that this was the case 
compared with small businesses outside the Canterbury region. Small firms in other regions 
were therefore clearly more optimistic that their current level of insurance would safeguard 
their business in case of disruption to their operations. 

Not surprisingly firm size played a significant role if firms believed that they could continue 
operating under adverse conditions. The larger the firm the more likely it was that they 
believed that they had sufficient funds to restart operations in case of physical damage to 
their business or to cover temporary disruption and that their current level of insurance would 
safeguard their business. 

    



 

 

Impact on business 

 operation 

 

Other NZ regions 

 

Canterbury 

 

Total 

 Pos impact No impact Neg impact Pos impact No impact Neg impact Pos impact No impact Neg impact 

 N % N % N % N % N % N % N % N % N % 

Current contracts 50 5 734 79 140 15 21 21 37 37 41 41 71 7 771 75 181 18 

Future orders 78 9 669 72 174 19 24 25 36 37 37 38 102 10 705 69 211 21 

Customers 97 10 635 68 198 21 29 30 26 26 43 44 126 12 661 64 241 23 

Payments 13 1 772 84 129 14 3 6 54 57 35 37 19 2 826 82 164 16 

Staffing availability 25 3 843 92 48 5 7 7 68 69 23 24 32 3 911 90 71 7 

Staffing levels 14 2 855 93 46 5 13 13 67 69 17 18 27 3 922 91 63 6 

Use of premises 7 1 860 94 43 5 7 7 53 52 41 41 14 1 913 90 84 8 

Insurance premiums 60 6 373 41 488 53 10 10 14 14 77 76 70 7 387 38 565 55 

Wage/salary costs 6 1 864 95 43 5 9 9 65 66 25 25 15 1 929 92 68 7 

Supply availability 22 2 739 80 159 17 2 2 65 65 33 33 24 2 804 79 192 19 

Table 33: Impact on business operation 
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Awareness of threats to business 
continuity 

 

 

Other NZ regions 

 

Canterbury 

 

Total 

Agree Indifferent Disagree Agree Indifferent Disagree Agree Indifferent Disagree 

N % N % N % N % N % N % N % N % N % 

If the business was unable to operate 
for three months, I believe that our 
current level of insurance would 
safeguard the organisations. 

529 57 161 17 240 26 43 43 17 17 40 40 572 56 178 17 280 27 

If the business sustained significant 
physical damage, we would have 
sufficient funds to restart operations 
until our insurance claim was settled. 

505 54 187 20 239 26 53 53 16 16 31 31 558 54 203 18 270 26 

If businesses in the surrounding 
neighbourhood were unable to 
operate, my business would be able to 
continue to operate normally 

510 55 233 25 188 20 62 61 22 22 17 17 572 55 255 25 205 20 

If businesses in the surrounding 
neighbourhood were unable to 
operate, my business would be 
affected but we would have sufficient 
funds to cover a temporary disruption 

485 53 260 28 172 19 55 56 30 30 14 14 540 53 290 29 186 18 

Table 34: Awareness of threats to business continuity 

 

 



 

IMPACT ON INSURANCE AND BACK-UP PLANS 
 

Respondents were asked how the Canterbury earthquakes have affected their insurance 
coverage for seven different types of insurances. These were:  Cash flow, income protection 
and organisational interruption, property and buildings, organisational assets and equipment, 
commodities and goods, motor vehicles, public liability and key personnel. Further, 
respondents were asked about existence of and changes to their back-up systems/plans as 
a result of the Canterbury earthquakes. Seven areas of business operations were included: 
IT systems, management systems, production systems, payment systems, key staff, key 
suppliers and key customers.  

It is important to note that the missing information for both questions was very high. 
Depending on the type of insurance between 19 and 53 percent of respondents who should 
have answered this question left it blank. For the different back-up systems item non-
response was between 24 and 42 percent. Item non-response is therefore considered too 
high for robust data interpretation due to potential response bias. Reasons for the high item 
non-response might be the complex question design or fatigue.  

Tables 35 and 36 provide a frequency analysis of both questions.  
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 N % N % N % N % N % N % N % 

I had insurance before the Canterbury 
earthquakes and haven’t made any changes 571  to it. 76 739 83 705 87 524 79 831 93 839 91 362 69 

I had insurance before the Canterbury 
earthquakes, but have now reviewed it and 
increased its coverage

73 
. 

10 74 8 48 6 31 5 18 2 38 4 13 2 

I had insurance before the Canterbury 
earthquakes, but have now reviewed it and 
decreased its coverage

11 
. 

1 6 <1 11 1 8 1 10 1 5 <1 1 <1 

I had insurance before the Canterbury 
earthquakes, but had to cancel it due to cost 3 . <1 5 <1 3 <1 1 <1 2 <1 4 <1 5 1 

I had insurance before the Canterbury 
earthquakes, but have been refused additional 
new coverage by the insurance company

6 
. 

<1 6 <1 2 <1 1 <1 2 <1 3 <1 2 <1 

I had insurance before the Canterbury 
earthquakes, but cancelled it as the excess 
made it valueless

3 
. 

<1 1 <1 1 <1 2 <1 0 0 1 <1 2 <1 

<1I didn’t had insurance before the Canterbury 
earthquakes, but have since taken out insurance 2 . <1 2 <1 2 <1 2 <1 0 0 2 <1 1 <1 

I didn’t had insurance before the Canterbury 
earthquakes and haven’t taken out insurance 54 . 7 16 2 12 2 21 3 9 1 10 1 61 12 

This type of insurance is not applicable 33  for 
business. 4 40 4 27 3 76 11 17 2 15 2 80 15 

Total 756 100 889 100 811 100 666 100 100 100 917 100 527 100 

Missing 371 33 238 21 316 28 461 41 238 21 210 19 600 53 

Table 35: Impact on insurance 
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 N % N % N % N % N % N % N % 

I had back-up system/plan before the Canterbury 
earthquakes and haven’t made any changes to it 545 . 63 398 53 264 40 401 54 337 48 303 45 283 43 

I had back-up system/plan before the Canterbury 
earthquakes but have now reviewed it and 76 
adapted it. 

9 42 6 21 3 24 3 24 3 20 3 16 2 

I didn’t have a back-up system/plan before the 
Canterbury earthquakes, but 26 have since 
developed one. 

3 17 2 10 1 9 1 10 1 11 2 11 2 

I didn’t have a back-up system/plan before the 
Canterbury earthquakes and 112 haven’t since 
developed one. 

13 164 22 152 23 175 24 179 26 177 26 181 28 

I have changed my view on the need
31 

 for a back-
up/system/plan since the Christchurch 
earthquakes 

4 21 3 21 3 20 3 23 3 23 3 22 3 

This type of organisational back-up system is not 
applicable 69  for business. 8 111 15 186 28 108 15 123 18 142 21 141 22 

Total 859 100 753 100 654 100 737 100 696 100 676 100 654 100 

Missing 268 24 374 33 473 42 390 35 431 38 451 40 473 42 

Table 36: Impact on back-up plans and systems 



 

Conclusions  

This report has investigated small firms’ preparedness, resilience and responsiveness to 
major crises whether from natural or man-made causes. In today’s world the frequency of 
major events; whether natural, such as the Christchurch earthquakes, or man-made, such as 
the Rena disaster, has been increasing. This greater frequency of such events places 
greater importance on crisis management planning for small business sustainability. In New 
Zealand, 2011 saw, arguably, the largest natural disaster to affect businesses in the nation’s 
history with the devastating Christchurch earthquake of 22 February. This turned out to be 
merely one, albeit the most devastating, of a sequence of earthquakes which are likely to 
have had cumulative effects on small business continuity, both within and outside the 
Canterbury region. This is the first study to examine nationwide small business 
preparedness, crisis management and the effects of this sequence of earthquakes.  

A number of themes have emerged from this study across all New Zealand SMEs: a high 
proportion of business owners that have experienced a major crisis; a high degree of small 
business vulnerability; a lack of formal crisis and business continuity planning; a high degree 
of variability in adaptive capability, in predictors of crisis experience and in the impacts of the 
Christchurch earthquakes. These themes form the basis of our conclusions which are 
discussed in more detail in the rest of this chapter. 

A HIGH PROPORTION OF BUSINESS OWNERS EXPERIENCING A MAJOR 
CRISIS 

In line with recent world trends, a high proportion of business owners across New Zealand, 
43 percent, had experienced a crisis in the last five years. With those that experienced a 
crisis, we found some significant differences between those located in the Canterbury region 
with those located in other regions. Not surprisingly, a higher proportion of business owners 
in the Canterbury region had experienced a major crisis compared to those outside the 
region in the last five years; 79 percent compared to 39 percent respectively. These 
proportions widen to 86 percent and eight percent respectively in the case of a crisis caused 
by a natural disaster. However, a high proportion of those reporting a crisis in other regions 
reported an economic crisis, at 59 percent. 

Not only was the incidence of crises high, the seriousness or potential for harm was high with 
nearly a quarter of all respondents reporting a crisis as being potentially extremely harmful, 
with this rising to 40 percent of firms in the Canterbury area. In terms of capability to deal 
with such a crisis, although some were able to deal with it as part of business-as-usual, 37 
percent considered the crisis a threat to their business continuity. 

A HIGH DEGREE OF SMALL BUSINESS VULNERABILITY 

The nature of business vulnerability was considered through the seriousness of harm. There 
was a high proportion of businesses that could be classified as vulnerable rather than 
resilient. An admittedly arbitrary categorisation of businesses experiencing a crisis revealed 
that 68 percent to be vulnerable and only one third of firms responded to the most recent 
serious crisis in a resilient manner. Vulnerability increases if the crisis is caused by a natural 
disaster rather than an internal crisis such as loss of key personnel. 

A LOW LEVEL OF BUSINESS CONTINUITY PLANNING 
Only a small proportion of small business owners across New Zealand undertake formal 
business continuity planning with less than ten percent having a formal written crisis 
management plan. Of these less than half had tested the plan in practice, although the 
proportion undertaking such continuity planning had increased after the first Christchurch 
earthquake in September 2010. 
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A HIGH DEGREE OF VARIABILITY IN ADAPTIVE CAPABILITY, A 
KEY MEASURE OF BUSINESS RESILIENCE 
Using an indicative measure based upon elements of proactive policies, access to external 
resources and recovery priorities; regional differences were found between SMEs in 
Canterbury and those in regions elsewhere. The experience of dealing with the impact and 
aftermath of the Christchurch earthquakes has had a significant impact on the behavioural 
readiness of Canterbury SMEs, so that they have increased their capability to adapt to major 
changes in the business environment, although it made little difference to whether a formal 
crisis management plan was adopted. This suggest that it is the experience and learning 
involved in dealing with the consequences of a major crisis, such as a natural disaster, which 
are the important drivers of behavioural change in SMEs. 

Of course this finding also implies that many SMEs in other areas are unprepared to deal 
with the consequences of a natural disaster or other business crisis and may benefit from 
measures to raise awareness of disaster preparedness and measures that can be taken to 
improve business continuity planning. 

A HIGH DEGREE OF VARIABILITY IN BUSINESS PROFILE 
CHARACTERISTICS AS PREDICTORS OF THE LIKELIHOOD OF 
EXPERIENCING A CRISIS 
Firms in manufacturing were more likely to have experienced a crisis than those in other 
sectors, which may reflect the greater volatility of their environment. Firms in independent 
urban areas were least likely to have experienced a crisis than those in other localities, 
indicating perhaps more stable trading conditions in such independent settlements. Male 
owners were more likely to have experienced a crisis than female owners suggesting that 
business continuity and adaptive capability will be higher in female-owned SMEs, perhaps 
because of greater awareness of external and environmental issues. Younger owner 
managers compared to older owner-managers were more likely to have experienced a crisis. 
When these variables were combined into a multivariate regression analysis, gender became 
insignificant; rather location, the approach to planning and preparedness as well as the age 
of the owner-manager were the strongest predictors for crisis experience in SMEs. 

A HIGHER BEHAVIOURAL READINESS TO RESPOND TO POTENTIAL 
CRISES CHARACTERISES RESILIENT SMES WHO ARE FOUND ACROSS 
ALL SECTORS, SIZES AND LOCATIONS  
Of the business profile characteristics analysed, a relationship with SME resilience was 
found for firm performance in the last 12 months only, with this firms reporting an increase in 
turnover and profitability more resilient than those not reporting an increased performance. 
Further this was only evident for natural disasters and not for economic crises. Therefore, 
resilient SMEs are found across all sectors and sizes and locations. However, when 
examining behavioural factors, resilient SMEs were significantly more likely to have a 
proactive posture i.e. a strategic and behavioural readiness to respond to early warning 
signals of change in the organisation’s internal and external environment before they 
escalate into crisis. 
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A HIGH DEGREE OF VARIABILITY OF IMPACTS OF THE 
CHRISTCHURCH EARTHQUAKES WITH SMES BOTH INSIDE AND 
OUTSIDE THE CANTERBURY REGION 
Generally higher negative impacts for firms in the Canterbury region were reported, but 
especially higher negative impacts of insurance premiums. Although over 40% of firms in the 
Canterbury region report that both current and future contracts were negatively affected, 
there was still 30 percent who reported positive effects. Perhaps surprisingly, staffing 
shortages do not seem to have been a factor for the majority of SMEs in the Canterbury 
region, with 69 percent of respondents being unaffected, similarly wage costs do not seem to 
have been affected for the majority of SMEs in Canterbury. 

For SMEs outside the Canterbury region, whilst overall negative effects reported were lower, 
there was still a high degree of variability of impacts. A majority of SMEs, in other regions, 
were still affected negatively by higher insurance premiums. A significant number, but 
smaller proportion of SMEs were affected by a number of impacts including; negative 
impacts of the number of customers and future orders and availability of supplies. However, 
10 percent of such firms were still able to report positive effects on the number of customers. 

When statistical tests were applied to reported impacts from SMEs, it was found that firms in 
Canterbury were more likely, than those in other regions, to have been affected by the 
availability of staffing, premises and supplies, by insurance premiums and by wage and 
salary costs. 

BELIEF IN BUSINESS CONTINUITY LEVELS WERE RELATIVELY HIGH 
For example, for all respondents, just over a half of small businesses believed that their 
business would be able to continue even if surrounding businesses were unable to operate 
or that they would have sufficient funds to cover temporary disruption if surrounding 
businesses were unable to operate, this did not vary significantly between those in 
Canterbury or outside the region. However, if the business was to sustain significant physical 
damage, this would be more likely to affect business continuity with around 25 percent of all 
respondents indicating that they would be unlikely to restart operations. The impact of 
difficulties in securing insurance for firms in the Canterbury region was again apparent in 
terms of securing insurance cover for inability to operate for period of three months with 
Canterbury firms’ significantly less likely to believe that this cover was obtainable compared 
with small businesses outside the Canterbury region. 
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Implications 

From the main conclusions we identify some implications, these should be treated as 
indicative as further on-going research will be required to monitor longer term effects of the 
Christchurch earthquakes and SME responsiveness to the potential of major crises, whether 
natural of man-made.  

If high levels of vulnerability to major crises, especially natural disasters, are combined with 
low levels of business continuity planning then a programme of measures to improve SME 
resilience is warranted. The experience of dealing with the after effects of the Christchurch 
earthquakes could feed into an awareness raising national; programme with SMEs with 
examples of business continuity planning and benchmarking of crisis management. As the 
frequency of crises and the unpredictable events is increasing, such a national programme 
should be given a high priority. 

Whilst the effects of the Christchurch earthquakes were found to be highly variable across all 
SMEs, both in and outside the Canterbury region; nevertheless, we found that SMEs located 
in the Canterbury region did demonstrate higher behavioural measures of resilience than 
those outside the region. This may imply that the learning and experience that is involved 
from the impact and aftermath of the Christchurch earthquakes has been beneficial to the 
surviving SMEs. By comparison, those SMEs outside Canterbury do not have the experience 
of dealing with a disaster and are under-prepared. This gives further justification for a 
national programme to raise awareness and support to increase the national levels of crisis 
management planning and preparedness in SMEs. 

Lessons could be learned from this unique experience of SME responses in the Canterbury 
region, from changed behaviour and from dealing with a major natural disaster. There is no 
doubt that a lot of support has already gone into assistance for SMEs and surviving 
businesses in Canterbury, as part of the relief effort and response to the Christchurch 
earthquakes. Some case examples could be developed which would demonstrate how SMEs 
have responded perhaps with changed management techniques particularly in staff 
management (in dealing some of the psychological effects) and in maintaining customer 
relationships and networks.  

Further qualitative research is needed which would assist the development of case material 
and examine in more depth behavioural responses and the role that external linkages and 
networks play, particularly through the interactions with community support. This report has 
added insights to the known variable impacts of natural disasters and crises, further research 
is required to examine how SMEs are best prepared and supported to prepare for the 
increased incidence of such events. 

In an increasingly uncertain and unpredictable world, there is an opportunity to share 
experience internationally, particularly on the development of national support programmes. 
Although natural disasters can be very different, from floods in Queensland to hurricanes in 
the USA, the effects of such crises on business continuity are similar and there are benefits 
to be gained through appropriate channels for the sharing of experience with supporting 
resilient SMEs. 
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