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ABSTRACT

This research investigated the impact of Chief Executive Officer 
(CEO) characteristics, institutional environments, and entrepreneurial 
competitiveness on the performance of Small and Medium Enterprises 
(SMEs) in Oman, with a focus on exploring the mediating role of 
entrepreneurial competitiveness. The study employed quantitative methods 
to analyze data collected from a sample of 351 SMEs operating in Oman. 
The results revealed that CEO relational capital and polychronicity 
positively influenced entrepreneurial competitiveness, which in turn 
significantly impacted SME performance. Moreover, the institutional and 
regulatory environment emerged as a key determinant of entrepreneurial 
competitiveness and SME performance. The findings highlight the 
importance of fostering a conducive institutional environment to support 
SME growth and innovation. The mediation analysis further demonstrated 
the mediating role of entrepreneurial competitiveness in transmitting the 
effects of CEO characteristics and institutional environments on SME 
performance. This study contributes to both theoretical understanding and 
practical implications for policymakers, practitioners, and entrepreneurs 
seeking to foster SME development and economic diversification in Oman 
and similar emerging markets. 
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INTRODUCTION

Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) have a significant impact on 
economic development and innovation in the ever-changing global business 
environment. SMEs are generally acknowledged as the fundamental driving 
force behind economic growth and development worldwide (Acs & Storey, 
2004). They represent the majority of firms globally and play a crucial role in 
generating employment, fostering global economic growth, and contributing 
to national revenue. They also account for over 90% of all firms and over 
50% of global employment (World Bank, 2019). 

SMEs in developing countries, such as Oman, frequently encounter 
distinct obstacles, including insufficient funding, challenges in leveraging 
technology, limited managerial skills, low productivity, and regulatory 
burdens (Kanaan & Baharudin, 2013). In order to tackle these difficulties, 
governments need to ensure that the regulatory, legal, and financial systems 
are favorable for entrepreneurship and that the establishment and expansion 
of small businesses are of utmost importance (Gibson & Vaart, 2008). In 
addition, owners and Chief Executive Officers (CEOs) need to understand 
the importance of personal and professional characteristics that influence 
competitiveness and business performance (Gibson & Vaart, 2008).

This study therefore aimed to analyze the relationship between 
institutional and regulatory environment (IRE), CEO relational capital 
(CEO RC), CEO polychronicity, and entrepreneurial competitiveness (EC). 
Then, the study analyzed the direct relationship between EC and SME 
performance. At the same time, the study tested the mediating role of EC 
on the relationship between IRE, CEO RC, CEO polychronicity, and SME 
performance (see Figure 1). 
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Figure 1: Hypothesized Conceptual Model 

Previous studies have extensively examined different factors that 
affected the performance of SMEs. However, there is a significant gap in the 
existing literature when it comes to understanding how the characteristics 
of CEOs, institutional factors, and EC collectively impact the performance 
of SMEs, especially in the specific context of Oman. This research aimed 
to fill this void by providing a complete framework that combined these 
aspects and clarified their interconnections. In addition, the investigation 
of the mediating influence of EC brought a new aspect to the current 
knowledge base, enhancing our comprehension of the processes that drove 
the performance of SMEs in Oman.

HYPOTHESES DEVELOPEMENT 

Institutional and Regulatory Environment and Entrepreneurial 
Competitiveness

The Institutional and Regulatory Environment and Entrepreneurial 
Competitiveness (IRE) refers to a combination of formal bodies (such as 
political and economic groups and systems) and informal institutions (such 
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as culture and social networks) that create socio-political environmental 
factors. These factors have a significant influence on the encouragement of 
entrepreneurial activities in any country (Muhammad et al., 2016). 

Prior research has emphasized the beneficial impact of a supportive 
institutional environment on entrepreneurial activity and the expansion of 
SMEs (Franczak et al., 2024). An enabling IRE, including both official 
and informal structures, may have a pivotal impact on enhancing SMEs 
and fostering entrepreneurial activities (Aidis, 2023). Informal institutions, 
such as cultural norms and values, have the ability to shape how people 
see, assume, and judge things. These perceptions and judgments may then 
become deeply ingrained in society and turn into social norms that encourage 
entrepreneurial behavior (Junaid et al., 2020). 

The IRE establishes the framework in which SMEs function, impacting 
their ability to get resources, seize market opportunities, and exhibit 
entrepreneurial behavior. A conducive IRE may facilitate entrepreneurship 
and bolster competitiveness, while an antagonistic or constraining 
environment can impede entrepreneurship and deter the establishment of 
new businesses. An optimal business climate is a fundamental need for 
the sustainable economic growth of a nation. Therefore, the following 
hypotheses were formulated.

H1:	 The institutional and regulatory environment has a significant influence 
on entrepreneurial competitiveness.

CEO Relational Capital and Entrepreneurial Competitiveness

Relational Capital and Entrepreneurial Competitiveness (RC) 
encompasses the process of creating, sustaining, and enhancing 
relationships, which includes measuring customer, supplier, and strategic 
partner satisfaction, as well as the integration of value and consumer 
loyalty (Delgado, 2011). These relationships have a significant impact on 
the functioning of the firm’s operational processes (Jalali et al., 2022). In 
order to enhance their performance and increase profits, firms need to give 
priority to acquiring information about the requirements and desires of 
their customers and suppliers. This may be achieved by active engagement, 
personal visits, regular contact, and gaining insights into overseas markets 
(Jalali et al., 2022). 
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Empirical research has demonstrated that there is a strong correlation 
between RC and the long-term competitiveness of SMEs (Febrian et al., 
2020). RC enables SMEs to create favorable circumstances for sustainable 
growth and the integration of knowledge-based economy and society. 
This conclusion is supported by the study conducted by Cabrita et al. 
(2017). Accumulating RC over time may provide SMEs with competitive 
advantages (Herrero, 2018). Perez and Pablos (2003) recognized RC as 
a fundamental element, together with knowledge and human resource 
management, for achieving a competitive edge in the market. Lafuente et 
al. (2020) highlighted the significance of RC in enhancing competitiveness, 
alongside networks, technology, and online engagement. 

Robust business networks and relationships can furnish entrepreneurs 
with resources, insights, and opportunities for collaboration, thereby 
bolstering their competitive advantage in the market. Therefore, the 
following hypothesis was suggested:

H2:	 CEO relational capital has a significant influence on entrepreneurial 
competitiveness.

CEO Polychronicity and Entrepreneurial Competitiveness

The capacity to handle numerous activities concurrently, known as 
CEO polychronicity, is an important attribute in the context of strategic 
decision-making and corporate success (Ling et al., 2008). A CEO of 
a firm that follows a polychronic work style has the freedom to switch 
between projects as necessary, seeing unexpected jobs as a normal part of 
the day rather than something to be avoided (Chen, 2022). CEOs who are 
polychronic may promote many entrepreneurial ventures by distributing 
resources among various projects without showing a preference for one 
over the others (König & Waller, 2010).

The personality traits of a CEO significantly influence the decision-
making process and, to some extent, the organizational strategy (He & Wong, 
2004). Personal characteristics have a significant role in understanding 
the variations in how businesses function. This is because CEOs usually 
have considerable influence on the behavior and processes of a company 
(House, 1996). Studies have indicated that polychronicity had a positive 
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correlation with organizational performance, suggesting that it might be a 
useful characteristic in some situations (Lee et al., 2005).

CEOs who possess a high level of polychronicity are capable of 
adjusting to dynamic business environments, making prompt decisions, 
and promoting innovative practices, thereby enhancing competitiveness. 
Therefore, the following hypothesis was suggested:

H3:	 CEO polychronicity has a significant influence on entrepreneurial 
competitiveness.

Entrepreneurial Competitiveness and SME Performance

Entrepreneurial competitiveness (EC), which refers to a firm’s capacity 
to innovate, distinguish itself, and take advantage of market possibilities, 
plays a crucial role in determining the success of SMEs. The competitiveness 
of SMEs in the market is strongly connected to their ability to innovate, 
differentiate their products, and take advantage of market possibilities 
(Bhawsar, 2015). 

Research has shown that companies that possess greater degrees of 
EC have better financial performance, market share, and sustainability 
(Hove-Sibanda & Pooe, 2017). This is corroborated by research that 
underscores the favorable influence of entrepreneurial competencies on 
the performance of SMEs, emphasizing the significance of innovation, 
differentiation, and the capacity to capitalize on market opportunities in 
augmenting competitiveness and propelling firm success (Galindo-Martín 
et al., 2023). Companies that possess a more robust EC plan compared to 
their rivals are generating higher levels of profitability (Rehman & Anwar, 
2019). Liu and Atuahene-Gima (2018) proposed that organizations with 
effective EC achieve greater performance compared to their rivals due to 
the competitors’ inability to simply replicate the intangible resource. 

It is evident that a competitive entrepreneurial approach, marked 
by innovation, adaptability, and resilience, can lead to increased market 
share, profitability, and sustainability for SMEs. Therefore, the following 
hypothesis was formulated:
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H4:	 Entrepreneurial competitiveness has a significant influence on SME 
performance.

Mediating Role of Entrepreneurial Competitiveness

EC may assist SMEs in overcoming institutional obstacles and 
enhancing their performance, considering the limitations imposed. Several 
studies have investigated how competition influences the connection between 
the IRE and the performance of SMEs. The legal framework, namely the 
ease of doing business, has a favorable effect on global competitiveness and 
experienced company owners have a beneficial role in stimulating early-
stage entrepreneurial endeavors (Raposo et al., 2014). Moreover, research 
indicates that the distinctiveness and enforceability of the institutional 
environment increase the synergistic impact of organizational and technical 
innovation on the international performance of SMEs (Donbesuur et al., 
2020). Turi et al. (2014) found that the IRE in the European Union (EU) 
has a significant influence on the operational and financial performance of 
the food sector supply chain in Europe. 

While a supportive IRE may assist in the functioning of SMEs, it is 
ultimately the competitive character of entrepreneurial endeavors, fueled by 
innovation and flexibility that transforms this environment into measurable 
results for SME performance. Therefore, it is crucial to comprehend how 
competition influences the connection between the IRE and the performance 
of SMEs. Therefore, the following hypothesis was formulated:

H5:	 Entrepreneurial competitiveness mediates the relationship between 
institutional and regulatory environment and SME performance.

The link between CEO RC and SME success may be influenced by EC, 
as it enables the CEO to make more effective strategic choices and use their 
network to benefit the firm. Research indicates that competitive advantage 
plays a partly mediating role in the association between management abilities 
and the financial success of SMEs (Sualeh et al., 2021). Masood et al. (2018) 
introduced a framework that focuses on SMEs in developing countries which 
shows the competitive environment influences the connection between 
knowledge management, human capital, and performance. In related 
literature, studies also showed that entrepreneurial leadership has a positive 
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impact on the performance of SMEs (Nguyen et al., 2021). This effect is 
achieved via the intermediaries of team creativity, dynamic capacities, and 
competitive advantage (Nguyen et al., 2021).

CEOs who possess a greater degree of EC as a result of their RC are 
more likely to possess the necessary skills and abilities to make strategic 
decisions and effectively allocate resources, ultimately leading to improved 
performance. However, it is their EC that enables them to fully utilize these 
advantages and convert them into tangible performance results. Therefore, 
the following hypothesis was formulated:

H6:	 Entrepreneurial competitiveness mediates the relationship between 
CEO relational capital and SME performance in Oman.

The competitiveness of entrepreneurs may act as a mediator in the 
link between the polychronicity of CEOs and the success of SMEs. Those 
who have a more competitive stance tend to beat their competitors by taking 
measures such as introducing new products or services, setting aggressive 
prices, and running focused marketing efforts. CEOs will have to juggle 
a lot of tasks in order to maintain tis competitive drive. EC serves as a 
strategic mechanism that converts the CEO’s polychronic inclinations into 
improved performance of SMEs. Although there is little existing research 
on this specific mediation relationship, Mubeen and Han (2020) conducted 
a study on the connection between CEO traits and business success. The 
results of this study showed that market rivalry completely mediated the 
association between CEO dualism and firm performance. 

SMEs, headed by CEOs who have a high degree of polychronicity, are 
more inclined to achieve superior performance if they possess a competitive 
edge. This is because CEOs who have a high degree of polychronicity are 
more likely to possess qualities such as innovation, proactivity, and risk-
taking, which are essential for EC. Thus, the following hypothesis was 
formulated:

H7:	 Entrepreneurial competitiveness mediates the relationship between 
CEO polychronicity and SME performance.
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METHODOLOGY

Study Population and Sample 

The population of the study was 104,000, the number of registered 
SMEs in Oman, according to the Authority of Small and Medium Enterprises 
Development (ASMED, 2023). The minimum sample size for the study was 
determined to be 383 SMEs at 95% confidence level and 5% margin of error, 
using the online Survey Monkey sample size calculator (SurveyMonkey, 
2023). A simple random sampling technique was used in selecting the 
SMEs for the survey.

Material and Methods 

This study used a quantitative research strategy and utilized a survey 
instrument in the form of a structured questionnaire based on constructs 
found in the existing literature to investigate the proposed research model. 
A total of 500 questionnaires were distributed, and 351 viable replies were 
received over a period of 2 months.

Data Collection Instruments 

Dependent Variable
The SME performance was measured using indicators derived from 

Zhao et al. (2023). Each item was measured on a 5-point scale.

Independent Variables
Institutional and Regulatory Environment: The study utilized the 

Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM) Survey of National Experts (NES) 
to measure the IRE (GEM Consortium, 2020). The instrument consists 
of 5 dimensions: financial environment, government policy and support, 
government programs, internal market dynamics, and cultural, and social 
norms supportive. Each item in the 5 dimensions was measured on a 9-point 
Likert scale.

Relational Capital: The 10-item measurement instrument adopted 
from Edvinsson and Malone (1999) was used to evaluate RC. Each item 
was measured on a 5-point scale.
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CEO Polychronicity: In order to measure polychronicity into practice, 
10-item assessment instrument developed by Bluedorn et al. (1999) of 
polychronic values was employed. Each item was measured on a 7-point 
scale.

Mediating Variable
EC was the mediating variable in this study. EC was measured by 

six items, adopted from the study of Marín et al. (2012). Each item was 
measured on a 7-point scale.

Control Variables
The age of the CEO was used as the CEO control. Also, the study 

used SME controls to account for 3 in business characteristics which were 
number of employees, the size of the business, and the age of the firm. In 
addition, technological uncertainty (TU) (Jaworski & Kohli, 2012), market 
uncertainty (MU) (Jaworski & Kohl, 1993), and organizational slack (OS) 
(De Luca & Atuahene-Gima, 2007) were included as control variables. 
Each construct was measured on a 5-point Likert scale.

RESULTS

Construct Reliability

The Cronbach alpha values for RC, CEO Polychronicity and IRE were 
0.722, 0.875, and 0.425 respectively. Although the Cronbach’s alpha value 
for the IRE construct was 0.425, which fell below the commonly accepted 
threshold of 0.70, we chose to retain this construct. This decision was 
based on the nature of the items within this construct, which encompassed 
diverse aspects such as the financial environment and government policy and 
support. These elements did not necessarily have to exhibit strong internal 
consistency, as they represented different facets of the IRE that may not 
align closely with one another. 

The Cronbach alpha values for EC was 0.813 which indicated that 
the items were rated consistently. However, our dependent variable, SME 
performance was rated based on two items namely “In the past year, my 
sales market share growth rate is among the highest in our sector” and “In 
the past year, my sales profit rate is among the highest in our sector” the 
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alpha value for this scale was 0.457. This was due to the fact that there were 
only two items, and the items measured different aspects of performance 
and did not necessarily have to be in agreement. 

Mean, Standard deviation, and Correlations

Table 1 presents the means, standard deviations, and correlations 
among the study variables. The IRE (M = 5.54, SD = 1.22) showed a 
significant positive correlation with EC (r = 0.482, p < .001). CEO RC (M 
= 3.55, SD = 0.61) was also positively correlated with EC (r = 0.841, p < 
.001). CEO polychronicity (M = 5.07, SD = 1.36) had a significant positive 
correlation with EC (r = 0.629, p < .001). EC (M = 3.75, SD = 1.39) was 
significantly correlated with SME performance (r = 0.703, p < .001).

Table 1: Mean, Standard Deviation, and Correlation 
Coefficients of the Variables

Variable Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
1. Firm age 2.13 0.968
2. Firm size 2.08 0.677 0.062
3. CEO age 2.96 0.851 0.062 0.055
4. TU 2.87 0.473 0.037 -0.055 -0.147**
5. MU 2.9 0.402 -0.004 -0.070 -0.078 0.346***
6. OS 2.66 0.483 -0.044 0.093 -0.009 -0.055 0.017
7. IRE 5.54 1.222 -0.076 0.044 -0.089 -0.077 -0.064 -0.069
8. RC 3.55 0.613 -0.082 -0.011 -0.078 -0.076 -0.021 0.033 0.515***
9. CEO 
Polychronicity 5.07 1.359 -0.072 0.019 -0.149** -0.008 -0.058 -0.067 0.719*** 0.629***
10. EC 3.75 1.389 -0.127* -0.037 -0.068 -0.042 -0.034 -0.058 0.482*** 0.841*** 0.629***
11. SME 
Performance 3.35 1.108 -0.083 -0.003 -0.062 -0.082 -0.034 0.014 0.585*** 0.77*** 0.703*** 0.726***

Notes: * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001; SD=Standard Deviation; Firm Age in years, Firm Size is based on number of employees 
1=1 to 5, 2=6 to 25, 3=26 and above; CEO Age is 1=below 20, 2=between 20 and 30, 3=between 30 and 40, and 4= above 40

Hierarchical Regression Analysis

Entrepreneurial Competitiveness as the Dependent Variable
For EC as the dependent variable, Model 1b included the same 

control variables and explained 2% of the variance (R² = .02). According 
to Hypotheses 1, 2 and 3, the IRE, CEO RC and the CEO polychronicity 
respectively each had a significant influence on EC. 

Adding IRE, RC and CEO Polychronicity in Model 2b increased the 
explained variance to 73% (ΔR² = .71). Although the data as in Table 1 
showed a significant correlation (r= 0.482, p<.001) between the IRE and EC, 
when we viewed the multiple regression results where the control variables 
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were taken into consideration the remaining effect of the IRE on the EC 
was not significant (β = -0.05, p< ns), thus failing to support Hypothesis 
1. However, from the regression table we could see that the CEO RC (β = 
1.70, p < .001) and CEO polychronicity (β = 0.18, p < .001) had significant 
positive effects on EC, supporting Hypotheses 2 and 3, respectively.

Table 2: Hierarchical Regression Results with SME Performance 
and Entrepreneurial Competitiveness as Dependent Variables

 
Variable

SME Performance Entrepreneurial Competitiveness

Beta SE 95% CI 
for Beta R2 ΔR2 Beta SE 95% CI 

for Beta R2 ΔR2

    LL UL     LL UL
Model 1a 0.02 0.02 Model 

1b
0.02 0.02

Intercept  4.52*** 0.69 3.16 5.88  5.70*** 0.86  4.00  7.39
Firm age -0.09 0.06 -0.21 0.03 -0.18* 0.08 -0.33 -0.03
Firm size  0.01 0.09 -0.17 0.18 -0.05 0.11 -0.26  0.17
CEO age -0.10 0.07 -0.24 0.04 -0.11 0.09 -0.29  0.06
TU -0.19 0.14 -0.46 0.07 -0.12 0.17 -0.46  0.21
MU -0.06 0.16 -0.37 0.26 -0.10 0.20 -0.49  0.29
OS  0.01 0.12 -0.23 0.25 -0.18 0.15 -0.49  0.12

Model 2a         0.68 0.66*** Model 
2b

0.73 0.71***

Intercept -1.80*** 0.47 -2.72 -0.87 -2.24*** 0.54 -3.30 -1.18
Firm age -0.01 0.04 -0.08 0.06 -0.09* 0.04 -0.16 -0.01
Firm size -0.01 0.05 -0.11 0.09 -0.04 0.06 -0.16  0.07
CEO age  0.04 0.04 -0.04 0.12  0.03 0.05 -0.06  0.13
TU -0.07 0.08 -0.22 0.09  0.05 0.09 -0.12  0.23
MU  0.01 0.09 -0.17 0.19 -0.05 0.11 -0.25  0.16
OS  0.05 0.07 -0.09 0.19 -0.21* 0.08 -0.37 -0.05
IRE  0.08* 0.04 0.00 0.16 -0.05 0.05 -0.14  0.05
RC  0.94*** 0.07 0.80 1.08  1.70*** 0.08  1.53  1.86
CEO 
Polychronicity

 0.26*** 0.04 0.18 0.34  0.18*** 0.05  0.09  0.28

Model 3a 0.69 0.01**
Intercept -1.49 0.48 -2.43 -0.55
Firm age  0.00 0.04 -0.07 0.07
Firm size -0.01 0.05 -0.11 0.09
CEO age  0.03 0.04 -0.05 0.11
TU -0.07 0.08 -0.23 0.08
MU  0.02 0.09 -0.16 0.20
OS  0.08 0.07 -0.06 0.22
IRE  0.09* 0.04 0.01 0.17
RC  0.71*** 0.11 0.50 0.92
CEO 
Polychronicity

 0.23*** 0.04 0.15 0.31

EC  0.14** 0.05 0.05 0.23
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SME Performance
Hypothesis 4 argued that EC had a significant influence on SME 

performance. To test this hypothesis, we looked at the result of our 
hierarchical regression analysis with the SME performance as the dependent 
variable (Table 2). 

In Model 1a, control variables including firm age, firm size, CEO age, 
TU, MU, and OS were entered. This model explained only 2% of SME 
performance (R² = .02). In Model 2a, IRE, RC and CEO Polychronicity 
were added, which increased the explained variance to 68% (ΔR² = .66). 
In Model 3a, was EC was introduced to the model, further increasing the 
explained variance to 69% (ΔR² = .01). The EC had a significant positive 
effect on SME performance (β = .14, p < .01) supporting the Hypothesis 4.

Testing the Mediation Hypotheses

To test the mediation hypotheses, we conducted a general linear 
model mediation analysis using the Mediation package in R statistics 
and the Flexplot package for visualization. The results as shown in Table 
3 displayed the indirect effects of EC on the relationship between IRE, 
CEO RC, and CEO polychronicity with SME performance by applying 
bootstrapping. To verify the mediating role of EC among the independent 
variables and the dependent variable, this study followed the formula which 
was proposed by Preacher and Hayes (2008). Initially, the indirect effect of 
independent variables on the dependent variable was calculated. Based on 
their suggestions, the first condition for the existence of mediating effect 
can be met if the p-value is significant. After that, both lower bound as 
well as upper bound values should be calculated. The mediating effect of 
the independent variables on the dependent variable can be confirmed and 
proved if the lower bound and upper bound values do not have zero between 
them with Confidence Intervals (CIs) of 95%. Or else, there is no proof to 
confirm the mediating effect.

Institutional and Regulatory Environment
The indirect effect of the IRE on SME performance via EC was 

not statistically significant, (Estimate=−0.00518, SE=0.00623, 95% CI 
[−0.01738, 0.00703], p=0.406). The confidence interval included zero, 
indicating no significant mediation effect.
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CEO Polychronicity
The indirect effect of CEO Polychronicity on SME performance via 

EC was statistically significant, (Estimate=0.02489, SE=0.01061, 95% 
CI [0.0041, 0.04569], p=0.019). The confidence interval did not include 
zero, suggesting a significant mediation effect. This indicated that CEO 
polychronicity positively impacted SME performance through the mediator 
of EC.

Relational Capital
The indirect effect of RC on SME performance via EC was statistically 

significant, (Estimate=0.21609, SE=0.0773, 95% CI [0.0646, 0.3676], 
p=0.005). The confidence interval did not include zero, indicating a 
significant mediation effect. This suggested that RC had a positive impact 
on SME performance through EC.

Table 3: Indirect Effects of Institutional and Regulatory Environment, 
CEO Polychronicity, and Relational Capital on SME Performance via 

Entrepreneurial Competitiveness

Path Est. SE 95% CI (Lower, 
Upper) p-value

InstRegEnv ⇒ EntCompMean ⇒ 
SMEPerfMean -0.0052 0.0062 -0.0174, 0.007 0.406

CEOPoly ⇒ EntCompMean ⇒ 
SMEPerfMean 0.0249 0.0106 0.0041, 0.0457 0.019

RelCapMean ⇒ EntCompMean ⇒ 
SMEPerfMean 0.2161 0.0773 0.0646, 0.3676 0.005

DISCUSSION

The findings of this study shed light on the intricate interplay between CEO 
characteristics, institutional environments, EC, and SME performance in 
Oman. Hypothesis 1 posited that the IRE significantly influences EC. Our 
results did not support this hypothesis, suggesting that the direct impact of 
IRE on EC in Oman may be less pronounced than anticipated. This finding 
was surprising given the emphasis in existing literature on the importance of 
institutional factors in shaping entrepreneurial activities (Junaid et al., 2020). 
This outcome might reflect a complex interplay of factors where the IRE 
did not directly translate into competitive advantages for entrepreneurs. It is 
possible that other factors, such as the quality of infrastructure or access to 
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resources, played a more crucial role. Alternatively, the existing regulatory 
frameworks might not yet fully align with the needs and expectations of 
entrepreneurs, leading to a disconnect between regulatory policies and 
actual entrepreneurial practices. 

However, the results supported the hypotheses regarding the significant 
influence of CEO RC and CEO polychronicity on EC and SME performance, 
supporting Hypothesis 2 and Hypothesis 3, respectively. These findings 
aligned with previous studies that showed that CEOs with extensive RC 
were better positioned to access resources, information, and opportunities, 
thereby enhancing the firm’s competitiveness and performance (Durán 
et al., 2023). By actively building and nurturing relationships with key 
stakeholders, CEOs can tap into a wealth of resources, knowledge, and 
support that can drive innovation, strategic decision-making, and overall 
organizational success. Similarly, CEOs with higher levels of polychronicity 
exhibited greater flexibility, adaptability, and innovation, contributing to the 
firm’s competitive advantage. 

Hypothesis 4 of the study, which examined the direct relationship of 
EC on SME performance, was also supported by the study’s results. This 
was in line with results from previous studies that have discovered a positive 
correlation between competitiveness and SME performance. Research has 
indicated that SME competitiveness is vital for their growth and success, 
with innovation playing a key role in stimulating competitors to remain 
competitive and responsive to market demands (Inegbedion et al., 2024). 

Contrary to our Hypothesis 5, EC did not mediate the relationship 
between the IRE and SME performance. This aligned with the lack of direct 
effect observed in Hypothesis 1 and further suggesting that Omani SMEs 
might be less dependent on or affected by formal institutional structures 
than previously thought.

In addition, this study advanced the literature to understand the 
relationship between RC and SME performance via EC (Hypothesis 6). The 
results suggested that SMEs should use RC to derive EC, which, in turn, 
promoted SME performance (Adomako, 2020). Likewise, EC was found to 
mediate the relationship between CEO polychronicity and SME performance 
(Hypothesis 7). This is in line with previous research which have found a 
link between CEO polychronicity and SME performance (Lin et al., 2022).
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Theoretical and Practical Implications of the Study

Theoretical Implications
This study contributes to theoretical advancements by elucidating the 

complex interplay between CEO characteristics, institutional environments, 
EC, and SME performance. By investigating these factors within the specific 
context of Oman, the study provides valuable insights for researchers and 
policymakers working in developing economies with similar characteristics. 
The findings can inform the development of theoretical frameworks that 
account for the unique challenges and opportunities faced by SMEs in 
these environments. In addition, the findings of this study contribute to the 
literature on mediation analysis by demonstrating the mediating role of EC 
in the relationships between CEO characteristics, institutional environments, 
and SME performance. This extends existing mediation frameworks and 
highlights the importance of considering intermediary mechanisms in 
understanding firm outcomes.

Practical Implications
The findings of this study have important implications for policymakers 

in Oman and other emerging economies. By highlighting the importance 
of creating a conducive institutional environment for entrepreneurship, 
policymakers can design and implement supportive policies, regulations, 
and infrastructure to foster SME growth and innovation. For practitioners 
and business leaders, the insights from this study offer actionable guidance 
for enhancing SME performance. By recognizing the significance of 
CEO characteristics, such as RC and polychronicity, firms can invest in 
developing and leveraging these attributes to gain a competitive edge. 
Moreover, understanding the mediating role of EC can inform strategic 
decision-making aimed at fostering innovation, differentiation, and market 
responsiveness. Entrepreneurship development initiatives can leverage the 
findings of this study to design targeted interventions aimed at enhancing 
entrepreneurial competencies among SMEs in Oman and beyond. By 
focusing on capacity-building programs, networking opportunities, 
and mentorship schemes, stakeholders can nurture a vibrant ecosystem 
conducive to entrepreneurial success.
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Limitations and Future Research

The use of self-reported data and a convenience sampling approach 
may introduce potential biases. Additionally, the research focused on 
a specific timeframe, and longitudinal studies could provide a more 
nuanced understanding of the evolving relationships between these factors. 
Furthermore, in-depth qualitative studies could delve deeper into the specific 
challenges and opportunities faced by SMEs in Oman, informing more 
targeted support initiatives.

Future research could explore these relationships in different cultural, 
institutional, and economic settings to enhance the external validity of the 
findings. Additionally, qualitative studies can provide a richer understanding 
of the lived experiences of entrepreneurs, informing the development of 
more targeted support programs. Finally, this study was conducted in the 
newly emerging yet under researched context of Oman. Though Oman 
shares some common characteristics with other countries in the Middle East, 
understanding the contextual peculiarities of other developing countries 
can offer additional insights for the development of theory. For example, 
future studies can investigate how contextual differences among developing 
countries, especially in the Middle East, can promote the environmental 
performance of SMEs.

CONCLUSION

This research investigated the influence of IRE, CEO characteristics, 
and EC on SME performance in Oman, with a focus on exploring the 
mediating role of EC. Employing a quantitative approach and surveying a 
sample of SMEs, the study yielded significant findings that contribute to 
our understanding of factors driving SME success in this specific context. 
Notably, while the IRE did not demonstrate the expected direct influence 
on EC, CEO characteristics, specifically RC and polychronicity, emerged 
as crucial drivers of both competitiveness and performance. These findings 
highlight the significance of human capital within the entrepreneurial 
environment of Oman.
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By acknowledging the unique challenges and opportunities faced by 
SMEs in Oman, this study provides valuable insights for policymakers and 
stakeholders. Policy initiatives aimed at streamlining regulations, facilitating 
access to resources, and promoting entrepreneurial education can create 
a more fertile ground for SME growth. Furthermore, encouraging the 
development of CEO skills in network building and resource acquisition can 
further empower SMEs. On the organizational level, cultivating a culture of 
innovation, opportunity identification, and proactive behavior can enhance 
EC, ultimately leading to improved performance.

The limitations of the study, including the use of self-reported data 
and a convenience sample, acknowledge the need for further research. 
Future studies could explore the moderating effects of industry type, firm 
size, and technological intensity. Additionally, in-depth qualitative studies 
can provide a richer understanding of the challenges and experiences of 
Omani entrepreneurs, informing the development of more targeted support 
programs.
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