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Abstract: This research aims to investigate the effect of COVID-19 on the performance of small and
medium enterprises (SMEs) in emerging markets in Iran, Iraq and Jordan. In order to collect the
required data, a standard questionnaire provided in the literature was used. The research period is
the second quarter of 2022, and its population includes managers, accountants and auditors engaged
in listed and non-listed companies. The research findings indicate that the outbreak of COVID-19
has affected SMEs’ performance in investigated emerging markets. For the first time, this research has
examined the impact of COVID-19 on the performance of SMEs in emerging markets. The research was
conducted in the three countries of Iran, Iraq and Jordan, which have different environmental conditions
indicating the impact of contextual factors on the effects of the spread of COVID-19. The results can be
useful for different parties, such as SMEs’ owners and regulatory bodies in similar markets.

Keywords: financial performance; communication performance; innovation; internal processes;
COVID-19

1. Introduction

The rapid outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic has significantly affected economies
and financial markets [1–5], companies [1,6–8], especially small and medium enterprises
(SMEs), as well as their performance [9–11]. Therefore, it is necessary to study how such a
particular condition has affected business performance, particularly SMEs, as they are both
large in number and more sensitive to crises than public companies [12].

The pandemic has caused a sharp increase in uncertainty and various effects on
people’s activities [13]. Prior studies [5,11,14,15] also show that pandemics affect different
sectors and industries differently. Thus, in some industries, such as health and food, there
has been an increase and, in others, a decrease in demand and prosperity [14]. In general,
the conditions resulting from the pandemic have caused extensive and unexpected changes
in the performance of companies compared to managers’ expectations [11]. Measures taken
to deal with the pandemic have also affected economic activity worldwide [11]. Therefore,
it is necessary to investigate how the new situation has affected companies’ performance,
as this crisis may cause new challenges for business units [16], especially SMEs.

The new situation also provides a unique opportunity to investigate the effects of the
pandemic on the SMEs’ performance in different markets, especially emerging markets such
as Iran, Iraq and Jordan, which are less regulated and efficient than developed ones [17].
Reviewing the related literature indicates that little research has been conducted on SMEs in
emerging markets and no research has been conducted comparatively in three countries: Iran,
Iraq and Jordan. The results will show whether, due to different environmental conditions in
these countries, the effects of the pandemic on the performance of SMEs are different.

In recent years, Iran has been classified as a country with a high economic vulnerability
due to less connection to other economies. Simultaneously, suffering low resilience because
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of economic sanctions [18,19]. The pandemic raised health and living costs, leading to
more severe budget deficits resulting in the bankruptcy of some businesses [20], especially
SMEs. On the other hand, following the occupation of ISIS and the civil wars, Iraq has
become a disorderly country with low security, weakening the country’s power to deal
with this disease [21]. With the closure of major commercial sectors during the quaran-
tine and subsequent systematic curfew, local markets faced reduced customer demand
for products and services due to movement restrictions and the suspension of business
activities [22]. Reduced domestic demand and capital flows to emerging countries such as
Jordan intensified the contraction of GDP by increasing global investment risk [23]. The
pandemic has negatively affected businesses due to government responses and changes in
the work environment [22]. These conditions provide a unique opportunity to investigate
the pandemic’s effects on different environments comparatively, leading to identifying
whether contextual factors can affect the pandemic effects.

Based on the presented arguments, this study aims to investigate and comparatively
identify the effects of the pandemic on SMEs’ performance in these emerging markets, i.e.,
Iran, Iraq and Jordan. The results presented in this article can help stakeholders, including
legislators, capital market regulators and companies in other markets, especially emerging
markets, to deal with the effects of the pandemic and other similar crises. The article has five
sections: introduction, literature review, research method, results, discussion and conclusion.

2. Theoretical Foundation and Hypothesis Development

The pandemic has been a significant health crisis worldwide, and different countries
and regions have been affected by this epidemic [24]. Due to the highly spreadable nature
of the pandemic, countries were forced to adopt quarantine measures, including import re-
strictions, to prevent the transmission of the virus, which will severely affect businesses [25],
especially their performance. In this regard, few studies have examined [11,26,27] the im-
pact of the pandemic on firm performance. According to real options theory, managers
delay investment when uncertainty increases, which may lead to the loss of profitable
projects [28]. Real options theory is based on the fact that management can substitute
decisions as it acquires more information. So, if the future conditions are suitable, the
project may be expanded to use these conditions. In other words, the real options theory
requires dynamic decision-making [29].

Also, according to the resource-based perspective, business units with valuable re-
sources are more likely to achieve higher financial performance [30]. The outbreak increased
shareholder uncertainty and risk, leading to decreased companies’ financing options [31].
The productivity and income of the companies have also been greatly reduced due to the
implementation of quarantine measures, which has inevitably led to a decrease in perfor-
mance [32]. Ref. [27] shows that companies’ return on assets (ROA) has a negative and
significant relationship with the epidemic’s severity. Ref. [33] found that the pandemic’s
effects reduce financial institutions’ efficiency. Prior research [11,14,27,34,35] also show that
the pandemic has a negative and significant impact on the performance of companies, i.e.,
SMEs. Accordingly, the first hypothesis of the research is as follows:

Hypothesis 1. There is a negative and significant relationship between the pandemic and financial
performance of SMEs.

2.1. The Pandemic and Communication Performance

The spread of this pandemic severely affected the global economy and financial
markets worldwide [1,6–8]. Quarantine and social distancing restrictions and business
closures have been part of the policies and efforts of nations to control the pandemic [36,37].
In other words, the COVID-19 restrictions reduced companies’ physical (due to business
closures and social distancing) and non-physical connections [36]. Effective communication
for business units is considered an essential factor in reducing tensions, fluctuations and
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risks leading to high performance requiring individuals, teams and organizations to come
together in a functional system and work together towards a common goal [38–41]. During
the pandemic period, it is expected that the communication performance of SMEs has
decreased; therefore, the second hypothesis is stated as follows:

Hypothesis 2. There is a negative and significant relationship between the pandemic and commu-
nication performance of SMEs.

2.2. The Pandemic and Internal Processes

In the era of technology, this is the first time the world has faced such a transformation in
lifestyle [8,42]. It has caused a change in the activities of many businesses worldwide [2,10] as
well as their internal processes [21]. Due to the changes created by the pandemic, businesses
need to review their processes and continuous monitoring is needed more than ever [1].
This is a severe warning for managers and business owners who should review and
redesign their processes during this period [9]. Therefore, we expect that, in the time of
the pandemic, managers of SMEs have turned to reconsider the processes of their business
units to improve the performance of companies, so the third hypothesis of the research is
as follows:

Hypothesis 3. There is a positive and significant relationship between the pandemic and changes
in SMEs’ internal processes.

2.3. The Pandemic and the Innovation of Companies

Company innovations may include new practices, processes, structures and tech-
niques, which can significantly improve effectiveness [43,44], adaptability of business
units [45] and the way they achieve goals [46]. Ref. [47] also defines innovation as introduc-
ing a new product and production method, opening a new market, accessing a new source
of materials and reorganizing an industry. The importance of innovation can be seen after
the epidemic as the demand for medical equipment, drugs and advanced IT solutions has
increased [12].

Having an innovation for business units to increase performance has long been one of
the most critical issues [48]. A firm’s innovation appears to be a multidimensional concept,
meaning that it includes various theoretical and empirical components that may/may not
be related to each other [49]. Some research programs encourage researchers to move away
from focusing only on specific aspects of company’s performance and instead adopt a more
comprehensive and creative approach [50,51]. Ref. [52] points out that, in today’s dynamic
and chaotic world, business environment changes or company strategies may require a re-
vision of their performance measures [7]. Companies’ innovation to improve performance
has always been the attention of management teams and researchers [35]. Therefore, identi-
fying or creating innovation factors during the pandemic can lead companies to surpass
their competitors. For example, commercial banks that used e-banking and promoting
internet methods performed better during the pandemic than their competitors [53]. Thus,
according to what was said, it is expected that the pandemic has a significant impact on
the innovation of companies, i.e., SMEs; therefore, the fourth hypothesis of the research is
stated as follows:

Hypothesis 4. There is a positive and significant relationship between the pandemic and SMEs’
innovation.

3. Research Methods

This research is practical in terms of purpose and type and is based on the analysis
of data collected in a survey. In order to design the required questionnaire for doing the
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research, a questionnaire developed by [54] was considered. In addition, according to
the literature, the questions were classified into four groups, including financial perfor-
mance [11,14], communication performance [36,38], changes in the internal process [1,21]
and innovation [7,53]. The financial performance group includes 20 questions, the commu-
nication performance group consists of 7 questions; the changes in internal process group
includes 5 questions; and the innovation part includes 6 questions. In addition, according
to the country’s structure and culture, several questions appropriate to the research topic
were added to the questionnaire to measure the variables better. The study population of
the current research consists of CEOs, financial managers, accountants, internal auditors
and external auditors of listed and non-listed companies in Iran, Iraq and Jordan. The
questionnaire was distributed virtually and through e-mail among the members of the
statistical sample. Finally, 236 questionnaires from Iran, 197 from Iraq and 69 from Jordan
have been collected. The collected questionnaires relate to 10 different industries and
are coded from 1 to 10. Variance analysis test was applied to analyze the collected data
and compare the results per the classification provided. SPSS and SmartPLS 3 statistical
software were also used in this process.

4. Results

Tables 1 and 2 show the frequency of demographic data in Iran, Iraq and Jordan.
According to Table 1, most of the respondents to the questionnaire in all three countries were
men. Most of respondents in Iran are between 25 and 30 years old, and in Iraq and Jordan,
36 and 40 years old. Also, the largest group in all three countries has a bachelor’s degree,
and the largest number of respondents in all three countries are accountants. According to
Table 2, among the respondents in the three countries, the most work experience is related
to the accounting group. The largest group of respondents in Iran has less than five; in
Iraq, they have twenty-one and over; and in Jordan, they have five to ten years of work
experience, which in all three countries are related to the chemical, manufacturing and
pharmaceutical industries, respectively.

Table 1. The Frequency of demographic data (gender, age, education and occupation).

Iran Iraq Jordan

Number Percentage Number Percentage Number Percentage

Gender
Male 127 54 127 64 48 70

Female 109 46 70 36 21 30
Age

25 to 30 years 126 53 44 22 6 9
31 to 35 years 22 9 2 1 13 19
36 to 40 years 65 28 103 52 26 38
over 40 years 21 9 48 24 24 35

Education
Bachelor’s degree 207 88 136 69 51 74
Master’s degree 24 10 47 24 11 16

P.H.D 5 2 14 7 7 10
Job

Accountants 114 48 126 64 28 41
Financial manager 37 16 18 9 7 10

CEO 20 8 13 7 5 7
Internal auditors 63 27 35 18 24 35

Independent auditors 0 0 5 3 5 7
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Table 2. The frequency of demographic data of the three countries of Iran, Iraq and Jordan (work
history including duration and work experience, industry).

Iran Iraq Jordan

Number Percentage Number Percentage Number Percentage

Work experience (duration)
Less than 5 years 100 42 1 1 5 7

5 to 10 years 36 15 55 28 24 35
11 to 15 years 46 19 53 27 23 33
16 to 20 years 14 6 26 13 5 7

21 years and over 37 16 62 31 12 17
Work experience

Accounting history 155 66 148 75 37 54
Financial manager experience 9 4 1 1 1 1

Management experience 13 6 6 3 1 1
Internal auditor experience 59 25 37 19 23 33

Experience as an independent auditor 0 0 5 3 6 9
Industry

Chemical (1) 120 51 0 0 18 26
Medicinal (2) 32 14 46 23 19 28

Rubber and plastic (3) 31 13 15 8 0 0
Machinery and equipment (4) 24 10 0 12 17

Paper products (5) 7 3 22 11 0 0
Sugar and sugar (6) 7 3 0 0 0 0

Food other than sugar (7) 10 4 38 19 18 26
Healthcare (8) 4 2 0 0 0 0

Services (9) 1 0 3 2 1 1
Manufacturing (10) 0 0 65 33 0 0

According to Table 2, the completed questionnaire has covered ten industries coded
from one to ten.

Before examining the research hypotheses, the validity and reliability of the research
questionnaire are examined. Table 3 shows Cronbach’s alpha, composite reliability and
extracted mean-variance indicators. The alpha coefficient for the Iranian questionnaire is
equal to 0.881; for the Iraqi questionnaire, it is equal to 0.814; for the Jordanian questionnaire,
it is equal to 0.852, which is in the appropriate range.

Table 3. The Reliability and validity findings of the research.

Questionnaire Cronbach’s Alpha Composite Reliability
Coefficient AVE

Iran 0.881 0.758 0.640
Iraq 0.814 0.742 0.679

Jordan 0.852 0.791 0.639

The AVE index in Table 3 states that the average extracted variance of each model
dimension has a value greater than 0.5. Therefore, the convergent validity of the model is
confirmed. According to Table 3, the AVE value for the model’s variables is higher than 0.5, so,
the convergence index can be used for the convergence validity of the measurement model.

In order to measure the goodness of fit of the current research, two indices are used,
the results of which are presented in Table 4. It can be concluded that the model fitting is
suitable for the data of Iran, Iraq and Jordan and the results will be reliable.

In Table 5, the results of the average equality test of the three countries of Iran, Iraq and Jordan
are presented in order to investigate the impact of the pandemic on the financial performance
of SMEs. Accordingly, the columns that have been specified show a significant difference in the
average of the three countries at the 95% confidence level. Other columns indicate equality and
no difference between the average financial performance of the three countries.
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Table 4. The goodness of fit criteria.

Criteria Value Acceptable Value

Iran Iraq Iran

Chi-square index 0.040 0.043 Chi-square index 0.040
NFI index 0.901 0.886 NFI index 0.901
Index Q2 More than 0.50 for all variables More than 0.30

Table 5. The results of variance analysis of the average financial performance of Iran, Iraq and Jordan.

Question µIran µIraq µJordan The Spread of the Coronavirus Causes

Q1 1.930 3.230 1.660 The company’s future incoming cash flows will be further
reduced in Jordan, Iran and Iraq.

Q2 2.290 2.520 2.550 Operating costs and other company costs have increased in all
three countries at the same rate.

Q3 2.690 2.300 2.360 The decrease in the share price of companies in all three
countries is the same.

Q4 2.410 2.080 2.340 The same influence on determining the risk factors related to the
discount rate and cash flows in all three countries.

Q5 2.770 3.030 3.400 The decrease in the prices of goods in Iran is more proportional
than in Iraq and Jordan.

Q6 2.790 2.500 2.300 It causes the same effect on the credit losses of all three countries.

Q7 3.270 2.020 1.690 The fluctuation of prices has increased in different markets of
Jordan to a greater extent than in Iraq and Iran.

Q8 2.480 2.320 2.150 The same influence on the fair values of investments in three
countries’ subsidiaries, affiliates and special partnerships.

Q9 2.240 1.890 2.470 The decrease in the income of Iraqi companies has increased in
proportion.

Q10 2.310 2.300 2.040 The contractual terms of borrowings and loans have been
affected equally in all three countries.

Q11 2.270 2.430 2.750 The same impact has been made on debt related to suppliers
and employees in the three countries.

Q12 3.180 2.280 2.340
It has been determined that the influence on the determination
of Iran’s deferred tax liabilities is less than the other two
countries.

Q13 2.180 2.050 2.240
It has happened that the organizations of all three countries face
problems in the same proportion for paying the salaries and
wages of employees and repaying loans and debts.

Q14 2.010 2.670 2.430 It has caused an increase in the prices of the products of the
three countries in the same proportion.

Q15 2.150 2.350 2.240 The price increase due to the change in the price of raw
materials in the three countries has been relatively the same.

Q16 2.890 2.010 2.090 Iran’s financial statements for the next period have been less
affected than the other two countries.

Q17 2.340 2.460 2.250 The same influence has been applied to measuring a financial
instrument based on the fair value of three countries.

Q18 2.560 3.190 2.700 Iraq’s degree of estimation uncertainty has increased more than
in the other two countries.

Q19 3.040 3.360 3.430 It causes damage to the goodwill of the three countries in the
same proportion.

Q20 2.670 2.380 2.190 The same impact on recognizing the liability related to the
end-of-service benefits of the employees of the three countries.
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In Table 6, the results of the average equality test of the three countries are presented
in order to investigate the impact of the pandemic on the communication performance
of SMEs. The average answers are equal to each other. Therefore, there is no significant
difference between the countries. The only difference is related to the rental conditions
between the lessor and the tenant. The rental condition in Iraq has been less affected by the
spread of this disease compared to Iran and Jordan.

Table 6. The results of the analysis of the variance of the average communication performance of
Iran, Iraq and Jordan.

Question µIran µIraq µJordan The Spread of the Coronavirus Causes

Q21 2.700 2.300 2.180 The same disruption occurs in corporate or joint cooperation in
three countries

Q22 1.780 2.480 1.960 It has less influence on the lease terms between the lessor and
the lessee in Iraq compared to the other two countries.

Q23 2.010 2.220 2.200 The actions of the governments in all three countries have been
affected equally.

Q24 2.320 2.610 2.330 There has been an equal decrease in the supply of raw materials
in three countries.

Q25 2.670 2.380 2.030 The quality organisation’s communication with specific
customers has improved in three countries.

Q26 2.630 2.390 2.330
It has been established that the program organization of all three
countries should try equally to create and maintain loyalty
among certain customers.

Q27 2.260 2.340 2.140
It has been decided that the organization will meet the
long-term needs of the target customers in order to ensure
repeat purchases in all three countries in equal proportion.

Table 7 shows the results of the average equality test investigating the impact of
the pandemic on companies’ business processes. The average answers received by the
three countries in the field of the effect of corona on the processes are equal to each
other. Therefore, there is no significant difference between the received answers. The only
difference between the three countries in this area is related to the fact that the companies
in Jordan have developed and implemented at their own expense a less protective program
to protect employees against the corona disease than in Iran and Iraq.

Table 7. The results of the variance analysis test of the average changes in internal processes of Iran,
Iraq and Jordan.

Question µIran µIraq µJordan The Spread of the Coronavirus Causes

Q28 2.370 2.100 2.130 The decrease in inventory turnover in all three countries is equal
to one.

Q29 2.600 2.540 2.530
The suspension of capital projects, the cost of depreciation of
property and machinery and the same influence on the
equipment of all three countries.

Q30 2.520 2.510 2.700 The same impact has been made on disclosing essential
accounting practices in all three countries.

Q31 2.780 2.420 2.290 The content of interim financial statements has been affected
equally in all three countries.

Q32 2.460 2.770 3.540
Less than Iran and Iraq, organizations in Jordan have developed
and implemented a support program to protect employees
against the corona disease at their own expense.

Table 8 shows the results of the average equality test investigating the impact of the
pandemic on the performance of competitive advantage. The average answers received
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are equal to each other. Therefore, there is no significant difference between the received
answers. The only difference between the three countries in this area is related to the fact
that the compensation for the decrease in the volume of online sales in Jordan is less than
in Iran and Iraq.

Table 8. The results of the analysis of the variance of the average innovation performance of Iran,
Iraq and Jordan.

Question µIran µIraq µJordan The Spread of the Coronavirus Causes

Q33 2.040 2.000 1.930 All three countries have increased their income through internet
sales to the same extent.

Q34 2.770 2.710 3.120 The compensation for the decrease in sales volume through
online sales in Jordan is less than in Iran and Iraq.

Q35 2.530 2.310 2.420 The severity of the decrease in the demand for the company’s
products is the same in all three countries.

Q36 2.580 2.170 2.080 An increase in instalment sales, internet sales and discount sales
are the same in all three countries.

Q37 2.320 2.170 2.270 A decrease in changes in business income in the last three
months is the same in all three countries.

Q38 2.520 2.250 2.380 The evaluation of the company’s ability to continue operating in
all three countries is affected to the same extent.

The questionnaire includes four parts (Table 9): financial performance (including
twenty questions), communication performance (seven questions), business processes (five
questions) and innovation performance (six questions). In Table 9, Cronbach’s alpha of
each part of the questionnaire is also presented. It is for the Iran questionnaire in the range
between 0.839 and 0.993, for Iraq in the range between 0.685 and 0.922 and for Jordan in
the range between 0.653 and 0.969, indicating a good internal structure.

Table 9. Components; Number of questions, Cronbach’s alpha and factor analysis results.

Iran Iraq Jordan

Function Q Cronbach’s alpha factor analysis Cronbach’s alpha factor analysis Cronbach’s alpha factor analysis

Financial 20 0.839 −0.792
0.887 0.884 −0.799

0.893 0.889 −0.812
0.951

Communication 7 0.745 −0.915
0.982 0.838 0.831–0.899 0.845 −0.795

0.954
Business
processes 5 0.993 −0.869

0.997 0.992 0.904–0.998 0.969 −0.847
0.995

Innovation 6 0.779 −0.645
0.987 0.685 0.791–0.889 0.653 −0.705

0.805

In Table 10, the descriptive statistics of the research variables, including financial
performance, communication, innovation and business processes, for the three countries
of Iran, Iraq and Jordan, are presented separately. The average responses received for the
financial performance of Jordan, Iran and Iraq, respectively, are equal to 2.440, 2.448 and
2.519. Considering that the answers are coded from one to five from completely agree to
completely disagree, the coronavirus’s spread has affected Jordan’s financial performance
more than Iran and Iran more than Iraq. Similarly, the coronavirus outbreak has affected the
communication performance of Iran more than Iraq and Iraq more than Jordan. Despite the
wide spread of this disease, business processes have been affected more in Iraq than Iran
and Iran more than Jordan. Also, the pandemic has affected Iraq’s innovation performance
more than Iran and Iran more than Jordan.
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Table 10. The Descriptive statistics of hidden variables of the study.

Iran Iraq Jordan

Components Latin
Sign Observations Mean Std. dev Min. Max. Observations Mean Std. dev Min. Max. Observations Mean Std. dev Min. Max.

Financial FNI 237 2.448 0.340 1.500 3.200 197 2.519 0.399 1.400 3.800 69 2.440 0.447 1.700 4.100

Communication REl 237 2.296 0.439 1.000 3.000 197 2.362 0.539 1.000 4.000 69 2.373 0.481 1.286 4.143

Business
processes INP 237 2.463 0.519 1.000 3.400 197 2.415 0.571 1.200 4.400 69 2.609 0.567 1.600 4.400

Innovation COM 237 2.335 0.462 1.000 3.167 197 2.261 0.506 1.000 4.167 69 2.428 0.578 1.500 4.667

The relationship between the four functional components of the company and the
significance level of this relationship have been measured. According to Table 11, all
four components have a positive and significant effect on each other at the 99% level. In
Tables 12 and 13, according to the results of Iran, the positive and significant correlation
of four variables is clearly shown. Therefore, the spread of the coronavirus has reduced
the financial performance, communication, innovation and changes in internal processes
simultaneously and in the same direction in all three countries.

Table 11. The Correlation matrix of research components for Iranian data.

FIN REI INP COM

FIN 1.000

REI 0.719 *** 1.000

INP 0.733 *** 0.638 *** 1.000

COM 0.395 *** 0.325 *** 0.391 *** 1.000
*** Significant at 99%.

Table 12. Correlation matrix of research components for Iraqi data.

FIN REI INP COM

FIN 1.000

REI 0.657 *** 1.000

INP 0.657 *** 0.544 *** 1.000

COM 0.661 *** 0.603 *** 0.525 *** 1.000
*** Significant at 99%.

Table 13. Correlation matrix of research components for Jordanian data.

FIN REI INP COM

FIN 1.000

REI 0.783 *** 1.000

INP 0.639 *** 0.442 *** 1.000

COM 0.664 *** 0.545 *** 0.395 *** 1.000
*** Significant at 99%.

The results of testing research hypotheses are presented in Table 14. As can be seen
from the Table 14, all the hypotheses are approved. They indicate that the pandemic has
a negative and significant relationship with financial performance, which approves the
first hypothesis. This result is similar to the results of some prior research e.g., [11,54–57],
although other research provides different results [58,59]. The results also show that the
pandemic has a negative and significant relationship with communication performance,
approving the second hypothesis, which is similar to [60]’s findings. A positive and sig-
nificant relationship between the pandemic and changes in internal processes supports
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the third hypothesis, which is consistent with [61]’s results. In addition, the pandemic has
a positive and significant relationship with innovation supporting the fourth hypothesis,
consistent with [22,62]’s findings. Comparing the findings also shows no significant differ-
ence between the countries, implying that the pandemic has similar significant effects on
different emerging markets investigated.

Table 14. Hypotheses test results.

Hypotheses Iran Iraq Jordan Comparison of Averages

There is a negative and
significant relationship between
the pandemic and the financial
performance of SMEs.

accepted (99 percent) accepted (99 percent) accepted (99 percent) No significant difference

There is a negative and
significant relationship between
the pandemic and the
communication performance of
SMEs.

accepted (99 percent) accepted (99 percent) accepted (99 percent) No significant difference

A positive and significant
relationship exists between the
pandemic and changes in SMEs’
internal processes.

accepted (99 percent) accepted (99 percent) accepted (99 percent) No significant difference

A positive and significant
relationship exists between the
pandemic and SMEs’ innovation.

accepted (99 percent) accepted (99 percent) accepted (99 percent) No significant difference

In Figures 1–3, respectively, the output and the effect of hidden and obvious variables
of Iran, Iraq and Jordan questionnaires are drawn. The results of Tables 10–13, and the
output of PLS 3 software indicate a strong positive correlation between the four functional
components of SMEs.

The research results indicate the high impact of the outbreak of the corona disease on
the performance of SMEs in the three countries of Iran, Iraq and Jordan. Also, the effect of
performance sub-indices, including financial performance, communication, innovation and
changes in internal processes by industry, was investigated using the data collected from the
Iran, Iraq and Jordan questionnaire. Examining research hypotheses from different methods
does not differ significantly from each other, which indicates the strength of the results.
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5. Discussion

The results of the research data analysis support all the hypotheses indicating that the
spread of the coronavirus has affected SMEs’ performance in different emerging markets (Iran,
Iraq and Jordan). They show a negative relationship between the pandemic and financial
performance, implying that the limitations imposed on the SMEs lead them to lower financial
performance. This result is consistent with prior research e.g., [11,14,27,33,35] indicating
that COVID-19 negatively affects companies’ financial performance. There is a negative
relation between the pandemic and communication performance, as the pandemic has
reduced face-to-face communication. This result is consistent with [60]’s findings. In
addition, the results show a positive relation between the pandemic and changes in SMEs’
internal processes. The pandemic has forced SMEs to apply more advanced technologies
and methods such as digital marketing and trading and automation of internal processes,
resulting in increased changes in business processes. This is in line with prior research
e.g., [22,61,63]. In addition, the pandemic has caused companies to be more active in
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research and development activities resulting in more innovation. This is consistent with
prior research [62,64,65]. There is no significant difference between the countries, although
the level of effect differs in different markets. For example, the findings show that it
has affected Jordan’s financial performance more than Iran’s and Iran’s more than Iraq’s
because, with the spread of the corona disease, Jordan has had a greater decrease in the
company’s future cash flows and a greater increase in price fluctuations compared to Iran
and Iraq. In addition, the decrease in the prices of goods in Iran has been more intense than
in Iraq and Jordan. Similarly, the pandemic has affected Iran’s communication performance
more than Iraq and Iraq more than Jordan. The findings imply that the pandemic has
resulted in decreased financial and communication performance and increased changes in
SMEs’ internal processes and innovation. The COVID-19 pandemic caused a decrease in the
performance of SMEs. It may be a result of increased social distancing and the closure and
reduction in the activity of most economic enterprises and SMEs in countries. Companies
try to use more advanced technologies in this situation, resulting in increased changes in
internal processes and innovation.

6. Conclusions

The study provides important findings about the impact of the COVID-19 outbreak
on the performance of SMEs in emerging markets in Iran, Iraq and Jordan. As a result
of the pandemic, financial and communication performance decreased and changes in
internal processes and innovation increased in SMEs in the emerging markets investigated.
Although the pandemic put some limitations on the SMEs’ operations resulting in decreased
financial and communication performance, it has forced them to apply more advanced and
sophisticated technologies and methods in their business activities and processes, resulting
in increased changes in internal processes and innovation. The results also show that the
pandemic has similarly affected SMEs’ performance in different countries with different
contextual factors, although the effect level differs.

These findings have several important implications. First, they can help SMEs’ owners
better understand the pandemic’s potential effects on different aspects of their companies’
performance. Secondly, they guide the regulatory bodies and other related parties to
support SMEs in dealing with the pandemic’s effects and similar events. The study has
some limitations regarding sampling as it includes only SMEs. In addition, it only focuses
on SMEs in three emerging markets. Therefore, future studies need to examine other
companies and markets.
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