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ABSTRACT 

 

Environmental turbulence manifested by uncertainties and complexities 

has been extensively studied recently, especially that the 21st century is 

marked by significant phenomena like the shift to Digitalization and the 

COVID-19 Pandemic. With the rapid growth of e-commerce in the Philip-

pines, increasing interest in research about it is also observed, but only 

few studies focused on online sellers. Being part of the MSMEs, which 

comprises 99.17% of the industry, it is now high time to explore the lived 

experiences of online sellers during the COVID 19 Pandemic. An interpre-

tative phenomenological analysis based on hermeneutics was used to 

make sense of the responses of six participants from the Greater Metro 

Manila Area, gathered from semi- structured interviews based on 

Moustakas’ data gathering and analysis methods. There were eleven 

themes collected, and from these themes the textural and structural de-

scription were synthesized through the universal structure. Reciprocity 

of exchange was mainly the reason in establishing their online businesses 

while personal challenges were mostly what have been experienced. On 

how they experienced the phenomenon, most responses manifested new 

strategies of resilience, and how they see the future of their business is 

focused more on their envisioned future. 
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Introduction 
The existence of artificial intelligence, hu-

man machines, internet of things, big data, 
metaverse are just manifestations that we are 
already beginning to build a digital world (La-
vopa & Delera, 2021). With all the things that 

have happened in the digital world, no one pre-
dicted that a Pandemic hitting humanity in 
2020 would even speed up digitalization. Fur-
ther, according to Faisal et al. (2022), the Pan-
demic has significantly caused the decline in 
tourism, manufacturing industry, business 
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turnover, income, labor and employment prob-
lems. Supply-chain and logistics are affected 
due to limitations in mobilization, and manu-
facturing is affected as well due to closure of 
some factories, and laborers who are also af-
fected by the lockdown. Buying and selling of 
goods are even more affected as shops close 
down because employees and customers were 
ordered to remain at home. Digitalization man-
ifests both the increasing state of globalization 
and information technology (IT). These two 
had caused a lot of drastic changes in society as 
we transitioned to the fourth industrial revolu-
tion. In fact, Levy (2012) argued that business 
operations of large companies have changed, as 
they invested in and integrated various IT in-
frastructures already with their systems and 
processes. Since our way of life is already inte-
grated with digitalization, this was seen by 
many as a business opportunity, especially in 
consumption. 

In a developing country like the Philippines, 
accessible and cheaper technologies can be of 
great opportunity as we have a significant num-
ber of micro and small enterprises. As of year 
2021, the Department of Trade and Industry 
(DTI) reported that the two constituted the big-
gest, with 90.54% for the former and 8.63% for 
the latter. This total of 99.17% of the industry 
has limited capital to access IT infrastructures, 
and so with their prices going down, their busi-
nesses can already be integrated with digitali-
zation, and some if not most of them can also 
penetrate e-commerce, particularly, online 
selling. With these technologies and the height 
of the internet, e-commerce has developed in 
Industry 4.0, and more consumers are now 
willing to purchase online (Ou, 2016).  

In a previous study of Shafiyah et al. (2013), 
e-commerce is broadly defined as that which 
involves the undertaking of regular commer-
cial, government or other human activities, but 
using gadgets, computers and telecommunica-
tion networks; other activities involving the ex-
change of information, data or value-based ex-
changes between and among parties. This was 
specified further by Turban et al. (2015) where 
activities should involve the exchange of goods 
and services between individuals or organiza-
tions using powerful ICT systems and a globally 
standardized network infrastructure. As online 

selling is growing, there are a lot of challenges 
and opportunities that are pivotal to their sur-
vival. The OECD (2021) enumerated five chal-
lenges of the small and medium-sized  
enterprises (SMEs) using Online platforms, 
such as 1) lack of skills and inadequate busi-
ness model; 2) risks of competition distortion; 
3) data protection risk; 4) digital security; 5) 
risks of lock-ins.  

Indeed, there exists various researches 
about digitalization and e-commerce, particu-
larly online selling (Uy et al., 2019). Rajala and 
Hautala-Kankaanpää (2023) cited various au-
thors like Eller et al. (2020), Matarazzo et al., 
(2021) and Scuotto et al. (2021), all arguing 
that digitalization of small and medium-sized 
enterprises (SMEs) have recently attracted 
scholarly attention. However, only a few fo-
cused on online sellers’ experiences during the 
Pandemic. This is deemed to be important now-
adays, that the global Pandemic as well as the 
shift to digitalization are making the world cov-
ered with environmental turbulence.  

The objective of this study is to explore and 
further analyse the lived experiences of online 
sellers during the COVID 19 Pandemic, particu-
larly during the lockdown in the Greater Metro 
Manila Area. Moreover, this study aims to be a 
force in the field of research to boost online 
business by becoming an instrument to convey 
to the business industry, government and the 
academe that this is now the time to invest re-
sources for the growth of e-commerce in the 
Philippines. 

 
The Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this qualitative study is to 
explore and further analyse the lived experi-
ences of online sellers during the COVID 19 
Pandemic, particularly during the lockdown in 
the Greater Metro Manila Area. Online sellers’ 
actual actions, decisions, behaviours and per-
spectives during their experience or scenarios 
were interpreted by them, and their way of 
making sense was further analysed by the Re-
searcher and categorized into themes as either 
strategies in addressing challenges or maximiz-
ing opportunities for their businesses to sur-
vive. Specifically, it sought answers to the fol-
lowing questions:  
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1. What are the lived experiences of the online 
sellers during the lock-down? 

2. How do online sellers make sense of their 
lived experiences? 

3. How may the online sellers foresee the fu-
ture of their business 

 
Research Design 

This study utilized a qualitative research 
approach involving online sellers’ experiences 
were considered to be the subject phenomenon 
in this study.  For this research design, under-
standing or interpreting the meaning of how 
the identified participants were attributed to 
social problems or phenomena was paramount 
to the result (Creswell, 2014). In this qualita-
tive study, hermeneutic phenomenology was 
utilized. Semi-structured interview was the pri-
mary data gathering procedure where the re-
searcher created an original instrument based 
on two general questions from Moustakas 
(1994) — “what” they have experienced and 
“how” they experienced it. These experiences 
of the participants were coded, categorized and 
were reduced in themes aligned to a descrip-
tion of the universal essence (Van Manen, 
1990). The interviews were conducted face-to-
face so that the language, emotions and para-
language were captured by the researcher. 
 
Research Setting  

This IPA focused on the lived experiences of 
online sellers within Generations X, Y and Z, 
particularly those with ages 18 to 58 years old. 
Brown (2011) and Gillis (2020) classified Gen-
eration X as digital immigrants while Genera-
tions Y or millennials and Z are digital natives. 
Since the Greater Metro Manila Area shares the 
same community quarantine levels or classifi-
cations, and they also share the same clientele 
and suppliers, then online sellers within the 
area, particularly Metro Manila, Bulacan, Rizal 
and Cavite were considered as participants. 
 
Sampling Procedure 

As this is a phenomenological study, pur-
posive sampling was done to identify the par-
ticipants, further classified into two groups. 
Since there was a criteria on set, which made it 
more difficult for the Researcher to look for 
participants, snowball sampling, also known as 

network or chain sampling was also used. This 
is a non-probability sampling where new par-
ticipants were referred to by the previous par-
ticipants to be part of the sample. This is used if 
particular traits of the participants are not easy 
to look for (Nikolopoulou, 2022). The partici-
pants chosen were those who started their 
business prior to lockdown on March 15, 2020 
until a month before the lockdown ended last 
November 30, 2021, and are still operating at 
present.  

 
Participants 

Six participants were chosen through pur-
posive sampling and snowball sampling in this 
study. The following are the criteria: (1) Partic-
ipants should be engaged in online selling for 
more than one year and operating until present 
residing and/or operating in the Greater Ma-
nila Area including Metro Manila, Bulacan, Ri-
zal and Cavite. (2) Participants should have 
started their operations (not necessarily regis-
tered) from January 2019 to October 2021 and 
are still operating presently. (3) Participants 
should belong to Generations X, Y and Z and 
those that are engaging into online business. 
(4) Online business of participants is consid-
ered as micro to small enterprise, informal or 
formal sector, in any industry offered only in 
social media platforms. (5) For credibility of 
answers, the participant should at least be a 
high school graduate, who knows how to 
speak/understand Filipino and/or English lan-
guages. 

 
Data Collection Method  

Semi-structured interview was the primary 
data gathering procedure where the researcher 
created an original instrument based on two 
general questions from Moustakas (1994) — 
“what” they have experienced and “how” they 
experienced it. These experiences of the partic-
ipants were coded, categorized and were re-
duced in themes aligned to a description of the 
universal essence (Van Manen, 1990). The in-
terviews were conducted face-to-face so that 
the language, emotions and paralanguage were 
captured by the Researcher. Interviews were 
recorded and transcribed in adherence to data 
privacy act. After the first transcription done by 
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the Researcher, another transcription was con-
ducted by another person selected and trusted 
by the researcher for clarification and editing of 
some data for the integrity of the conduct of 
sensemaking. Van Manen’s (1997) 6-step  
approach to Hermeneutic Phenomenology was 
also considered in this study, by first turning to 
the nature of lived experience of the online 
sellers by stating the central question, then in-
vestigating their experiences as they live it 
through the semi-structured interview. After 
that, the Researcher reflected on the essential 
themes, which characterized the phenomenon, 
by doing the level 2 sensemaking, and describ-
ing the phenomenon considering the language 
and paralanguage throughout the data collec-
tion. And for the last two steps, the Researcher 
zeroed in on the central question to objectively 
maintain a strong and orientated relation to the 
phenomenon and balanced the context by con-
sidering the specific data and macro perspec-
tive of the whole study. From the responses 
gathered in the transcription, the first cycle 
was simplifying the responses into codes, then 
reading such codes again to be further simpli-
fied into shorter codes. After, the codes were 
categorized depending on their similarities. 
Textural description was the next cycle, which 
were the actual themes of the responses. The fi-
nal cycle was the structural definition, with the 
responses’ universal structure, which captured 
the core essence of the lived experiences. 
 
Data Analysis 

After the data gathered from the transcrip-
tion were processed, they were analysed 
mainly based on the simplification of Creswell 
(2013) on the methods of Moustakas (1994). 
Data was reviewed for emergent themes and 
reoccurring ideas that showed themselves 
throughout each conversation after each inter-
view's transcription. Since this study was based 
on hermeneutics, the analysis started with the 
Researcher’s narrative of her personal experi-
ences vis-à-vis the phenomenon. This was done 
for the Researcher to iterate that there was a 
need to set aside these experiences to focus on 
the participants’ lived experiences. Next was 
for the Researcher to develop a list of signifi-
cant statements, which were from the inter-

view per se and from other literature and stud-
ies reviewed that are related to the responses. 
These statements considered as categories 
were the basis of classifying the codes that 
were from the actual responses of the partici-
pants. These categories were listed down  
having equal values. Then, grouped these sig-
nificant statements into similar concepts called 
“themes”, which were the textural descriptions 
of the responses. After, a description of “how” 
the experience happened was done, which was 
the “structural description”, reflecting on the 
setting of the experienced phenomenon. These 
universal structures manifested the very “es-
sence” of the lived experience, thus the pivotal 
aspect of the phenomenology.  

  
Results and Discussion 

The purpose of this study is to explore and 
further analyse the lived experiences of online 
sellers during the COVID 19 Pandemic, particu-
larly during the lockdown in the Greater Metro 
Manila Area. Moreover, this study aims to be a 
force in the field of research to boost online 
business by becoming an instrument to convey 
to the business industry, government and the 
academe that this is now the time to invest re-
sources for the growth of e-commerce in the 
Philippines. 

 
1. What are the lived experiences of the 

online sellers during the lockdown? 
Research question one sought to explore 

lived experiences of the online sellers during 
the lockdown. Some of the respondents talk 
about their negative experiences or problems, 
while the majority of them talk about the posi-
tive experiences that gave them hope and mo-
tivation to still continue their online busi-
nesses. In  the data analysis, the researcher has 
found out that the primary reason of the re-
spondents engaging in online selling was reci-
procity of exchange. Meaning, they are engaged 
in online selling because they are in need of 
something in return, and that is for their sur-
vival during the lockdown. Most of their expe-
riences, among the themes pertain to personal 
challenges. It is probably because online selling 
requires hands-on management from the 
sellers themselves. Since online selling is also 
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done mostly at home, there is no more demar-
cation between personal life and business. 
Among the personal challenges the respond-
ents had experienced during lockdown, the ma-
jority of the gathered information focused on 
health and financial issues. This is not true only 
to online sellers though, but to almost all that 
are affected by the pandemic globally. Indeed, 
there were a lot of negative experiences that 
enslaved the online sellers during the lock-
down, however, there were also positive ones 
that kept them going. These include personal 
motivators like family and self-motivation; 
unique selling propositions like customer re-
ferrals and marketing strategies; and stake-
holder relationships like good relationships 
with suppliers and to the manpower. 

 
2. How do online sellers make sense of 

their lived experiences? 
The findings answered the research ques-

tion two on how they make use of their experi-
ences as an online seller with their current 
business. And in this portion, the participants 
are already making sense of how their experi-
ences went with regards to the phenomenon, 
particularly on resilience as the strategies 
online sellers have done to cope with environ-
mental turbulence. Majority of their shared 
strategies fall under two categories namely tra-
ditional forms of resilience and new strategies 
of resilience, where the former can be easily de-
fined or measured, while the latter is not. Sur-
prisingly, there were more responses that cor-
respond to the new strategies rather than the 
traditional strategies. These two categories are 
based on Polman and Winston’s 6 Types of Re-
silience Companies Need Today, which was 
published in Harvard Business Review in 2021. 
Based on the findings, most of the respondents 
were able to look for their investors to support 
and build a concrete foundation of their online 
selling business. They have to strategize to be 
agile both in allocation and acquiring financial 
resources, and to be able to do what it wants 
like doing financial transactions without incur-
ring negative financial issues in the present or 
beyond. They have also shared that  expanding 
their business without being financially pre-
pared,  will lead to more losses on their end. 
Some of them braved their way of borrowing 

money in order to secure the longevity of their 
business. Some of them have also experienced 
a scam which was new to them during the inci-
dent and therefore ensure that with that expe-
rience they have learned that to avoid not being 
paid by customers, they already shifted to cash 
basis payment only. While some tried to  
diversify the products that they offer. Portfolio 
diversity, where online sellers would offer var-
ious products like food and non-food just to be 
able to sell something. They have thought of 
this idea due to increasing competition in the 
online selling world. And with the COVID-19 re-
strictions, some even utilize social media plat-
forms for their business. The most notable ex-
perience of one of the respondents was the con-
tinuous posting of products in social media that 
led to dramatic increase of their product sales.  

 
3. How may the online sellers foresee the 

future of their business?  
Findings revealed that the majority of the 

participants expressed a positive outlook that 
their business will continue to thrive as the 
year progresses. Respondents focused on envi-
sioning their future and this has moved for-
ward despite the many struggles in the past be-
cause they have a clear vision of the future. Ma-
jority shared how determined they are to 
strengthen their current business in the fore-
seeable future. Some thought of enjoying the 
process and journey and committing to their 
end goal which was mentioned as the success 
of their respective business. Respondents in 
this study enhance their reputation to attract 
more customers to achieve their long-term suc-
cess in the competitive world of online selling. 
Relatedness, the majority of online sellers start 
their online business in order to support and 
assist their families. This is also the reason why 
they would rely only on the loyalty of clients, 
who typically know them, their friends, and 
their families, instead of analysing the return 
on investment or anticipating future sales. Fi-
nally, we can say that the previous answers are 
aligned with the answers to the last question, 
as most of the participants foresee the future of 
their online businesses, focusing on the envi-
sioned future rather than embracing the past 
experiences. To synthesize the structural and 
textural descriptions for this final question, we 
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go back to SDT and now use the two identified 
motivators—intrinsic and extrinsic. The identi-
fied three needs, answering the reasons in es-
tablishing the online businesses can be satis-
fied or realized through intrinsic and extrinsic 
motivation (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Gillette (2021) 
defined intrinsic motivation as those  
inherently satisfying people or those based on 
their respective values, beliefs and motives, 
while extrinsic motivation people are those 
motivated by external factors like rewards. The 
one-word description strongly radiates extrin-
sic motives as it encapsulates the rewards 
and/or punishment of actions and decisions in 
the past experiences, particularly during the 
lockdown. This, when connected to the previ-
ous question, is more on survival—being 
strong in standing up amidst challenges. On the 
other hand, intrinsic motivation is evident on 
those one- word descriptions that are focused 
on the envisioned future, like determination, 
fighter, continuous and success. These words 
pertain to motives, values and beliefs that, if re-
lated to the previous question, are needed to 
thrive—being resilient not just by standing up, 
but by moving forward to embrace opportuni-
ties and grow. 
 
Implications  

The research has gathered enough litera-
ture which stipulated the importance of e-com-
merce during and even after the height of the 
pandemic, especially the role of online sellers 
as the bridge between people in the online 
business world. In a developing country like 
the Philippines, accessible and cheaper tech-
nologies can be of great opportunity as we have 
a significant number of micro and small enter-
prises. This is deemed to be important nowa-
days, that the global Pandemic as well as the 
shift to digitalization are making the world cov-
ered with environmental turbulence. The re-
searcher’s view of the situation at hand created 
through the association between the experi-
ence of her colleagues supports a stance of pro-
posing a solution which is modern and deemed 
as helpful in the field of concern. This view 
therefore has an impact both upon the way the 
researcher decides to obtain data pertaining to 
the lived experiences of the online sellers dur-
ing the pandemic and how new knowledge 

from the research can contribute in making 
things better and easier. With findings of the 
study, it is anticipated that there are behav-
iours, actions and decisions made by online 
sellers for their online businesses to survive 
and thrive during the toughest time of the busi-
ness world. If given attention, this attempt to 
provide an answer to one of the most pressing 
concerns in the trade industry will help the 
government to ensure that e-commerce will 
continue to flourish with guaranteed safety and 
security among online sellers and buyers.  The 
lived experiences of online sellers can be used 
as evidence for them to create law for  protec-
tion of the customers, the suppliers, and other 
key players in online businesses. This can also 
be a basis for them to create laws that will sup-
port micro and small entrepreneurs for their 
capital, and a basis for them to create programs 
that will encourage these online entrepreneurs 
to formalize their businesses by registering 
them via the Department of Trade and Industry 
or the Securities and Exchange Commission. 
This noble attempt of the researcher could be a 
benchmark against the strategies that will be 
conveyed in this study for their business sus-
tainability. Some of these online sellers are not 
able to earn education and training, and so 
knowing the stories that have been treated as 
processed information in this study can be used 
for their evidence-based decisions for their re-
spective businesses.  
 
Conclusion  

From the findings, the following conclu-
sions are derived: 
1. The study revealed diverse lived experi-

ences of the online sellers and from then, it 
is clear that most responses on the reasons 
for their establishments are for reciprocity 
of exchange. Meaning, they are engaged in 
online selling because they are in need of 
something in return, and that is for their 
survival during the lockdown. Most of their 
experiences pertain to personal challenges. 
It is probably because online selling re-
quires hands-on management from the 
sellers themselves. Since online selling is 
also done mostly at home, there is no more 
demarcation between personal life and 
business. Among the personal challenges, 
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most of the categories are concerning 
health and financial issues. This is not true 
only to online sellers though, but to almost 
all that are affected by the Pandemic glob-
ally. 

2. In answering how the online sellers make 
sense of their experiences, it is surprising 
that new strategies of resilience were uti-
lized more than the traditional ones. If we 
look at education though, it is clear that the 
traditional ones that are measurable and 
would require technical knowledge are the 
ones taught in schools—while new strate-
gies are usually developed practically any-
where. Most of the participants also belong 
to the younger generation and are more ex-
posed to the internet and social media. 
These generations of digital natives are 
then more exposed to new strategies being 
observed in the digital society. With the fast 
pace of the turbulent environments nowa-
days, the young generations, we can say, 
are more focused on thriving rather than 
traditionally surviving. 

3. Finally, findings revealed that the majority 
of the participants envisioned their busi-
ness to flourish in the foreseeable future. 
Majority of them have plans on expanding 
their business, offering more products and 
variety of goods and services; therefore en-
suring that their clients will continue to 
support their business. It can also be noted 
that their determination to thrive in their 
endeavor makes them at peace with their 
current business and guarantee a feeling of 
security that their business will be with 
them in the future. Respondents in this 
study enhance their reputation to attract 
more customers to achieve their long-term 
success in the competitive world of online 
selling. 
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