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There are signs that a global recovery from 
the COVID-19 pandemic may be underway. 
Vaccination programs and the easing of 
restrictions have provided causes for hope for 
many after an unprecedented health crisis and 
economic shock. However, many countries face 
new or ongoing waves of COVID-19, driven by 
the Delta variant, and small and medium-sized 
businesses (SMBs) in particular continue to face 
many unique challenges.

To this end, the Global State of Small Business 
Report series aims to provide information that 
can help us better measure and understand the 
health of SMBs and the SMB economy across 
the globe. In this edition, we focus on the extent 
of COVID-19’s impact on SMBs and, in doing so, 
provide information that can facilitate policy 
discussions about how to best support SMBs. 
This latest iteration delivers insights from a 
survey in July and August 2021 of more than 
35,000 SMB leaders across 30 countries and 
territories. It investigates the effects of the 
pandemic on these businesses’ performance, 
how they have adapted to the current 
circumstances and SMB leaders’ expectations 
for the future. It also looks at the impacts of 
the pandemic on women-led SMBs globally and 
minority-led SMBs in the US.

The study finds a clear continuation of many 
challenges but also some signs of a recovery 
among SMBs. Closure rates among SMBs have 
fallen from 24% to 18% globally since the start 
of 2021, with this fall reflected in the majority 
of countries. However, the global closure rate 
remains higher than in October 2020 (16%), 
and rates in Sub-Saharan Africa and South 

Asia (26%) have fallen more slowly and remain 
consistently higher than in other regions.

Similarly, the proportion of SMBs reporting 
higher sales in the past 30 days compared to a 
year ago has increased consistently, from 16% 
in May 2020 to 28% in July 2021. However, a 
majority (52%) continue to report lower sales. 
The share of SMBs reporting a reduction in 
employment due to the pandemic has also  
risen since the start of 2021, from 30% to 36%.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Closure rates among SMBs have fallen  
6 percentage points globally, down from 
24% to 18% since the start of 2021.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Approximately 52% of SMBs worldwide 
continue to report lower sales, despite 
closure rates being down.

Executive Summary

52%

18%
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There are signs of uneven impacts and 
recoveries within these broader trends. SMBs 
in Europe and North America reported more 
positive results overall, in line with the relative 
strength of their recoveries. This is reflected in 
analyses of SMB outcomes and factors such as 
vaccination rates and measures of government 
effectiveness. SMBs in countries with higher 
vaccination rates were less likely to report a 
reduction in sales compared to a year ago and a 
reduction in employment due to the pandemic. 
The same is true of countries that score higher 
on government effectiveness measures.1

Outcomes also vary within many countries 
between different groups of SMBs. In the US, 
closure rates fell to 16%, and only 34% of SMBs 
reported lower sales than a year ago. However, 
minority-led SMBs in the US were at least 
50% more likely to report: being closed (20% 
compared to 13% for other SMBs), a reduction 
in sales in the most recent 30-day period year 
on year (44% compared to 29%) and reduced 
employment as a result of the pandemic (32% 
compared to 20%). Hispanic-led SMBs in the 
US had the highest rate of closures at 24%, 
followed by Black-led SMBs at 22%. Asian-led 
SMBs were the most likely to report reduced 
employment (38%). Minority-led SMBs were 
more likely to expect changes in digital tool  
use to persist. Among Black-led SMBs, 57% 
thought the pandemic would change the use  
of digital tools permanently, compared to  
43% of other SMBs.

Globally, women-led SMBs also remain worse 
off than their men-led counterparts in closures 
and sales performance. Approximately 20% 
of women-led SMBs reported being closed, 
compared to 16% of men-led SMBs, although 
both rates have fallen since the start of 2021 
(by 7 and 5 percentage points, respectively). 
Women-led SMBs were also 5% more likely to 
report a reduction in sales than men-led SMBs.  

Despite this, women-led SMBs were less 
likely than men-led SMBs to report a drop in 
employment as a result of the pandemic, with 
33% reporting a reduction compared to 36% for 
men-led SMBs.

Approaching the end of 2021, challenges clearly 
remain, but there are also signs of adaptation 
and recovery. Lack of demand and cash flow 
continue to be the most reported challenges, 
with 35% and 33% of respondents citing 
these as concerns, respectively. However, 
this represents a decline from 2020, when up 
to 47% and 39% of SMBs, respectively, cited 
these as challenges. The survey also shows 
an increasing share of SMBs using digital 
tools, with 88% indicating they were doing 
so compared to 81% at the start of 2021. 
Approximately 86% of SMBs indicated that 
they expect to run their business operations at 
least partly using digital tools in the future. The 
holiday season may also represent a significant 
opportunity for SMBs in some countries. In a 
subset of 14 countries and territories that were 
surveyed about the upcoming holidays, over 
a fifth of SMBs indicated that they expected 
the final 3 months of 2021 to represent the 
majority of their sales for the year. However, 
only 13% of SMBs indicated that they would 
take on temporary holiday workers.

This report highlights the continued 
vulnerability of SMBs to lasting impacts of 
the pandemic. SMBs have a key role to play in 
establishing a resilient and prosperous post-
pandemic world. It is therefore imperative 
that they are not left behind as the recovery 
progresses and are provided with the support 
and opportunities to enable them to flourish.
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The world is entering the second half of 2021 
and approaching its second full year of living 
with the COVID-19 pandemic. The start of the 
pandemic provided an unprecedented shock to 
the global economy, but restrictions are easing, 
and vaccination programs are now running in 
many countries. Globally, a recovery is underway, 
with economic activity expected to grow by 5.6% 
to 6.0% over the course of the year (World Bank 
Group 2021; International Monetary Fund 2021a). 

Uncertainty persists, however, and risks remain 
unevenly distributed. New variants drive new 
outbreaks, and uneven vaccination progress 
poses varying risks across countries (Agarwal 
and Gopinath 2021). Significantly, evidence 
points to the disproportionate impact of 
the pandemic on small and medium-sized 
businesses (SMBs), defined as enterprises 
consisting of 250 employees or fewer.2 A 
depression in consumer demand, combined 
with restrictions on economic activity, has 
particularly impacted sectors where SMBs are 
overrepresented, such as services, wholesale 
and retail trade, and hospitality, according to 
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD) research (OECD 2021a; 
OECD 2019). Moreover, the crisis has exposed 
the preexisting vulnerabilities of SMBs, including 
having smaller and less diversified customer 
bases, less developed supply chains, shorter-
term cash flows and more limited access to 
finance (Gourinchas et al. 2021). 

Businesses will have to contend with ongoing 
uncertainty even as countries seek to accelerate 
and broaden their recoveries. There are 
serious challenges that lie ahead, not least the 
withdrawal of government support and the 
need to adapt to a post-COVID-19 world. Given 
the importance of SMBs to global employment 
(70% of the total) and output (50% of gross 
domestic product in most OECD countries), the 
ability of these businesses to rebound will be 
crucial in limiting the long-term effects of the 
pandemic (International Labour Organization 
2019; Gonzalez et al. 2014). 

The ability of  
SMBs to rebound 
will be crucial  
in limiting the  
long-term effects 
of the pandemic.

Introduction
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The Global State of Small Business Report series 
is a data collection effort to monitor and share 
information about the performance of SMBs 
globally.3 The results of this report are based upon 
a survey conducted between July and August 
2021, capturing the responses of 35,189 business 
leaders across 30 countries and territories, 
including 10,262 business leaders from the US. 
This edition follows 6 waves of data collection 
throughout 2020 and a survey at the start of 
2021. US data collection was done in partnership 
with the Small Business Roundtable. The data 
collection effort will continue to monitor the 
performance of SMBs globally. 

This latest report aims to present the state 
of small businesses midway through 2021, 
assessing the performance and challenges faced 
by SMBs during the COVID-19 pandemic, as well 
as expectations and concerns for the future. 
This edition of the report also takes a more 
detailed look at the challenges SMBs face when 
transitioning back to physical spaces and the 
holiday projections among a subset of SMBs. 
Finally, the report gives special attention to how 
women-led SMBs globally and minority-led SMBs 
in the US have fared relative to other SMBs.

This report forms part of Facebook’s broader 
commitment to supporting SMBs and its 
effort to better understand the impacts of 
the COVID-19 pandemic on these businesses. 
Therefore, we hope that the data generated 
and the insights developed from this survey will 
continue to shed light on the performance and 
challenges facing SMBs as the world enters the 
next stage of the pandemic and beyond.

The rest of this report is structured as follows:

Section 01  
looks at the reported rates of closure 
across SMBs.  
 
Section 02  
assesses the reported sales performance 
of SMBs. 
 
Section 03  
analyses changes to employment within 
SMBs since the start of the COVID-19 
pandemic and SMBs’ plans to rehire over 
the coming months. 
  
Section 04  
describes how SMBs use digital tools. 
 
Section 05  
outlines the views of SMB leaders on the 
current or foreseeable challenges their 
businesses are facing.
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A note on survey methodology

This report covers the findings of the second 
Global State of Small Business Survey of 2021. 
The survey utilised a random sample of 35,189 
SMB business leaders on Facebook, from  
30 countries and territories, including 10,262 
business leaders from the US. Surveys were 
conducted on Facebook over the period 19 July– 
7 August 2021 for data collection in the US and 
19–30 July 2021 for the remaining countries 
and territories. The reporting is limited to SMB 
leaders, defined as respondents who identified 
themselves as owning or managing a business 
consisting of fewer than 250 employees. 

The findings from this survey add to the  
existing body of evidence and literature on 
the impact of COVID-19 on SMBs, particularly 
through its geographical coverage and number 
of respondents included. In considering the  
results, the following factors should be taken 
into account:

• The survey uses a random sample of SMB 
leaders with Facebook Page administrator 
privileges and of the general population 
of Facebook users. Therefore, the sample 
covered in the survey is representative of 
SMB leaders surveyable through Facebook 
at the country level and not necessarily the 
national population of SMBs. Weights are 
applied to enable analysis, accounting for 
nonresponse and level of Facebook activity. 
Statistics referring to the ‘aggregate’ or 
‘global’ sample should not be considered 
representative of the global population of 
SMBs, given the sample and overall number of 
countries included in the survey. 

• SMBs are defined as having fewer than  
250 employees, regardless of revenue  
or industry. 

• The definition of SMBs, the number of 
countries sampled within this report and 
sampling approaches may differ from other 
sources in the literature, including previous 
Global State of Small Business surveys 
conducted in 2020. While the trends and 
key findings from the previous reports 
remain relevant, these differences limit 
direct comparison with the results of the 
current survey, especially when looking 
at aggregated statistics. Where directly 
compared in this report, survey data from 
May and October 2020 is re-estimated using 
the same SMB definition. 

• In conducting time-trend analyses, the 
scope of countries sampled between May 
2020, October 2020, February 2021 and the 
present survey differ slightly. In re-estimating 
the data from prior surveys, sample averages 
and regional statistics are calculated based 
upon the current set of 30 countries and 
territories. As each survey uses a random 
sample of SMBs from each country, this 
forms a repeated cross-section. (There is 
no panel dimension.) Countries within the 
current sample that were not present in prior 
surveys or had insufficient sample sizes for a 
given question are not included in aggregate 
or regional statistics relating to that survey 
period. Where presented, any missing 
countries are denoted in the accompanying 
End Notes. 
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• The sample covered in the survey includes 
a significantly higher number of SMBs in 
the US relative to SMBs in other countries. 
We therefore present the results for the US 
separately, with additional granularity on 
state-level results where available. We present 
results for other countries as country averages, 
with global (aggregate) results presented as 
the average across country results. 

• We weighted observations to account  
for response rates and representation within 
the Facebook SMB leaders population 
and reviewed these for robustness 
before including them in this report. In 
comparing results across countries, it is 
important to consider that variation and 
differences between countries may be 
driven by numerous factors. This could 
include the sectoral makeup of an economy, 
the strictness of nonpharmaceutical 
interventions (NPIs), the local level of 
COVID-19 cases and the level or extent of 
government support, among other factors. 
While this report does intend to highlight 
relationships of interest, causality cannot 
be inferred—for example, in the relationship 
between the rates of vaccination and 
SMB performance—so further research is 
encouraged in this regard. 

• The results presented in this report are not 
able to consider what responses might be in 
the absence of the COVID-19 pandemic. Any 
estimates should therefore not be viewed 
to indicate net impacts of the pandemic 
on businesses relative to a counterfactual 
scenario in which the COVID-19 pandemic 
had not occurred.

The Appendix contains further information 
surrounding the survey methodology, survey 
invitations and response rates by country, 
together with sample characteristics. 
Information about how to access the 
unweighted data and full survey methodology is 
available at: dataforgood.fb.com/docs/state-of-
small-business.

30  
countries and territories were  
included in the survey

35,189  
business leaders were surveyed
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01
Rates of closure

The closure rates of SMBs have fluctuated throughout the 
pandemic. By the second quarter of 2020, closure rates spiked 
(Facebook/OECD/World Bank 2020) and either remained high 
in some countries (OECD 2021a) or steadily fell in others as 
businesses adapted to the new operating environment and 
government support was introduced. Closure rates had again 
risen by February 2021, at the time of the previous iteration 
of the Global State of Small Business Survey, in the face of a 
renewed threat from COVID-19 variants and reimposition of  
NPIs in many countries.

With overall economic activity returning to pre-pandemic levels 
and vaccination rates increasing in many countries, SMBs should 
have greater opportunities to recover. Significant challenges 
remain for SMBs, however, with uncertainty surrounding the 
continuation of government support and renewed spread  
of the virus, which may increase the pressures facing certain 
small businesses. 
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Since the start of 2021, SMB closure 
rates have declined across many 
countries … 

The results of our survey show that fewer 
SMBs are reporting being closed, in line with 
the improved economic outlook and easing 
of restrictions. Approximately 18% of SMBs 
reported that they were not operational or 
engaging in any revenue-generating activities  
at the time of the survey.4 This represents a  
12 percentage point decrease since May 2020, 
the peak of SMB closures across survey waves, 
and a drop of 6 percentage points since the 
start of 2021.5 Since the start of the year, 
regional closure rates have all declined, with 
SMBs reporting lower closure rates in 24 of  
the 27 countries and territories included  
across both surveys (Figure 1).

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Globally, 18% of SMBs reported that they 
were closed, down 6 percentage points 
from February 2021.

FIGURE 1: Closure rates in July 2021, across countries and territories

10% 40%

18%
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… however, there exists a divergence 
across countries and regions, with 
some showing little to no change in the 
rate of closures

The decline in closure rates was greater for 
more developed regions. Closure rates in 
Europe and North America have fallen by  
11 and 8 percentage points, respectively,  
since February 2021, meaning that the share 
of SMBs in the regions that were closed at the 
start of 2021 has nearly halved.6 Closure rates in  
Sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia, meanwhile, 
have fallen only marginally compared with the 
beginning of the year, with rates consistently 
higher than in more developed regions.

European countries have the lowest rate of 
closures as of July 2021 and have seen the 
largest reductions (Figure 2). Of the 6 countries 
and territories in the sample that have an SMB 
closure rate below 10%, 5 are European (Belgium, 
Germany, Italy, Poland and Portugal), with Taiwan 
the only non-European territory. Closure rates 
fell most significantly in Portugal, a decrease 
of 26 percentage points to 7% of SMBs, and 
the UK, a decrease of 15 percentage points to 
22%. This compares to a rise in closure rates in 
Australia, Pakistan and South Africa, all of which 
have experienced unique challenges related to 
the Delta variant, political unrest, strict NPIs 
and vaccine hesitancy (Smith 2021; BBC News 
Service 2021; Scott and McKay 2021).

FIGURE 2: Closure rates by survey wave, across regions

P
ro

po
rt

io
n 

of
 S

M
B

s

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

40%

45%

East Asia 
and Pacific

Europe Latin America Middle East and 
North Africa

North 
America

South 
Asia

Sub-Saharan 
Africa

Global sample 
average

May 2020 October 2020 February 2021 July 2021

GLOBAL STATE OF SMALL BUSINESS REPORT -  SEPTEMBER 2021

07



Closure rates have fallen faster for 
consumer-facing SMBs …

Closure rates of SMBs at the sector level have 
improved, especially for some consumer-
facing SMBs. SMB closure rates in February 
2021 were highest in the hospitality (25%) and 
services (26%) sectors, followed by wholesale 
and retail (21%). In July 2021, the closure rates 
in hospitality and in wholesale and retail were 
at or below the global average (15% and 17%, 
respectively), with both sectors experiencing 
the largest declines relative to other sectors. 
There was also improvement in services, 
with closures falling by 6 percentage points; 
however, SMBs in this sector are still most likely 
to be closed, at 20%. 

The proportion of micro-businesses (those with 
fewer than 10 employees) that reported being 
closed was approximately 50% higher than that 
of larger businesses (those with 10 or more 
employees). This is consistent with previous 
surveys and wider research, which have found 
that the smallest businesses are suffering most 
through the pandemic (Dua et al. 2020).

Closure rates are falling across the US

Approximately 16% of US SMBs reported that 
they were closed at the time of the survey, 
down from 22% in February. This generally 
follows the relaxation of restrictions in place 
across the country. Responses varied across 
states, however, and were not always in line 
with the existence or degree of restrictions. 

Closure rates in February exceeded 30% in 
states such as Massachusetts, New York and 
Pennsylvania, but by July, at least 75% of 
surveyed SMBs in each state were operational. 
Massachusetts had the lowest closure rates 
in the US (7%), 22 percentage points below 
the rate recorded in early 2021. A significantly 
smaller proportion of SMBs reported being 

closed in Wisconsin (11%), Oregon (13%), 
Michigan (14%), Nevada (16%), Oklahoma (16%), 
Arkansas (17%) and New York (17%), with each 
of these rates falling by over 10 percentage 
points since February. However, closure rates 
in other states remained relatively high. This 
includes 25% of SMBs in Louisiana, 22% in 
Alabama, and 21% in both Pennsylvania and 
South Carolina, although the proportion  
of closed SMBs in Pennsylvania dropped by  
11 percentage points compared to February. 

Women-led SMBs in the US were also more 
likely to report being closed, at 18% compared 
to just 13% for men-led SMBs. This imbalance 
was true in all states across the country except 
for Tennessee, which had a 2 percentage point 
difference in favor of women-led SMBs.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
16% of US SMBs reported that they  
were closed in July 2021, down from  
22% in February 2021.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
18% of US women-led SMBs reported that 
they were closed at the time of the survey, 
compared to 13% of men-led SMBs. 

18%

16%
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  Gender Disparity

20% of women-led SMBs were 
closed within the global sample, 
4 percentage points higher than 
among men-led SMBs.
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WOMEN-LED

FIGURE 3: The differential in closure rates between men- and women-led SMBs, by country and territory7 
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Rates of closure were higher among women-led 
SMBs than their men-led counterparts

Approximately 20% of women-led SMBs were 
closed within the global sample, 4 percentage 
points higher than among men-led SMBs, 
although lower than the 6 percentage point 
gap observed earlier in 2021. This disparity 
was most evident in Latin America, where the 
average rates of closure were 11 percentage 
points higher for women-led SMBs. Most 
notably, women-led SMBs were 18 percentage 
points more likely to be closed in Brazil. A similar 
gap was apparent across other Latin American 
countries, at 7 percentage points or higher in 
each surveyed country and territory (Figure 3). 

In Sub-Saharan Africa, women-led SMBs  
were 7 percentage points more likely to report 
closure at the time of the survey. This included 
women-led SMBs in Kenya, where they were  
11 percentage points more likely to be closed. 
The gap remained at 5 percentage points or 
more for the other 3 countries in the region.  

The disparity between men- and women-led 
SMBs was more mixed in Europe. For example, 
in Ireland and the UK, women-led SMBs were 
each 10 percentage points more likely to report 
closures, but there were little to no reported 
differences in rates of closure between men-
led and women-led SMBs in Belgium, France, 
Germany, Italy, Portugal and Russia. 

Gaps across countries and territories in  
East Asia and the Pacific were also mixed. 
Women-led SMBs in the Philippines, Australia 
and Taiwan were 9, 7 and 3 percentage points, 
respectively, more likely to report closures. 
The opposite was observed in Vietnam and 
Indonesia, where men-led SMBs were  
9 percentage points and 1 percentage point, 
respectively, more likely to report closures. 
Differences between genders were negligible 
among SMBs in the Middle East and North 
Africa (comprising SMBs from Egypt and Israel).
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MINORITY-LED

Minority-led SMBs in the US continue to be 
more severely impacted

The pandemic continues to disproportionately 
impact minority-led SMBs in the US.8 Minority-led 
SMBs were 7 percentage points more likely to 
report closures, with 20% closed compared 
to 13% of other SMBs. This rate has dropped 
faster for minority-led SMBs since February 
2021, with a 7 percentage point decrease 
compared to 5 percentage points for other 
SMBs. A significant portion of this decrease 
is due to an 11 percentage point drop in the 
closure rate of Black-led SMBs. Hispanic-led 
SMBs were the most likely to report being 
closed at 24%, a drop of 2 percentage points 
since February, and the proportion of Asian-led 
SMBs that are not currently operating has 
increased from 13% in February to 15% at the 
time of the survey.

Hispanic-led SMBs were the most  
likely to report being closed at 24%,  
down from 26% in February.

  20% vs 13% 
Minority-led SMBs were 7 percentage 
points more likely to report being  
closed than other SMBs.

The decline in closure rates is in line with the 
wider economic recovery and may be a sign 
of the lessening impact of the pandemic on 
SMBs. However, progress is uneven. Closure 
rates fell faster in developed countries, and 
SMBs in consumer-facing sectors report a 
welcome improvement. However, women-
led SMBs globally, minority-led businesses 
in the US and SMBs in developing countries, 
particularly Sub-Saharan Africa and  
South Asia, remain behind.

24%
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02
Sales and revenues

Mobility-reducing restrictions, coupled with sharp declines in 
consumer confidence, have provided a challenging operating 
environment for SMBs during the course of the pandemic, 
even for those able to remain open (OECD 2020a).9 Previous 
Global State of Small Business reports found that the majority 
of SMBs had experienced a decline in sales over the course of 
the pandemic, and wider research points to changing consumer 
spending habits (Deloitte 2020). 

The pace of improvement to the sales environment is likely to 
vary considerably across countries and regions, even though 
many economies are expected to achieve significant levels  
of growth in 2021. The US was estimated to have surpassed  
pre-COVID levels of output in the first half of 2021, but the return 
to normal levels of economic activity may take longer for many 
other economies, particularly for many emerging markets and 
less economically developed nations (US Bureau of Economic 
Analysis 2021; International Monetary Fund 2021a). The fortunes 
of these businesses will be an integral part of this revival, given 
the asymmetry of the impacts of COVID-19 on SMBs and the 
important role SMBs play within these economies.
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FIGURE 4: Operational SMBs reporting higher sales compared to the previous year, across survey waves for regions
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The sales environment is improving 
for some operational SMBs, although 
conditions remain challenging for many …

A growing proportion of SMBs are reporting 
an improved sales climate in line with the 
economic recovery. Approximately 28% of 
operational businesses reported higher sales 
over the past 30 days compared to the same 
period last year.10, 11 This represents a steady 
increase across time (Figure 4). Only 16% of 
SMBs reported higher year-on-year sales in 
May 2020, since increasing to 20% and 21% 
of surveyed SMBs in the October 2020 and 
February 2021 surveys, respectively.

The proportion of SMBs reporting lower sales 
has itself fallen, compared with previous survey 
results. This may also be indicative that more 
SMBs are starting to recover. Just under three-
quarters (73%) of SMBs reported lower sales 
in May 2020 than in the same 30-day period a 
year earlier. This fell to 68% of SMBs reporting 

lower sales in October 2020, 55% in February 
2021 and 52% in the most recent survey. 
However, at the same time, a majority of SMBs 
reported a worsened sales performance relative 
to July 2020, a period during which the world 
was already in the grip of the pandemic, despite 
evidence of an improving sales climate for a 
growing proportion of SMBs.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
28% of operational businesses reported 
higher sales over the past 30 days 
compared to the same period last year.

28%
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FIGURE 5: Sales performance compared to the previous year, for SMBs in selected countries and territories

SMBs in North America and Europe saw 
the greatest increase in the proportion of 
SMBs reporting improved year-on-year sales 
performance. For instance, 40% of North 
American SMBs reported higher sales,  
a 17 percentage point improvement since 
February 2021. The same trend could also be 
observed in Europe and Latin America, with 
15 and 14 percentage point improvements, 
respectively, since February 2021. SMBs in 
Ireland reported the largest improvement  
within these regions, with a 27 percentage  
point increase in the proportion of SMBs 
reporting higher year-on-year sales. This was 
followed by the US (21 percentage points), Italy 
(20 percentage points), the UK (19 percentage 
points), Germany (19 percentage points) and 
Brazil (18 percentage points). 

In contrast, SMBs in East Asia and the Pacific 
and in Sub-Saharan Africa reported worsening 
sales performance. The share of SMBs in these 
regions reporting higher sales fell by 5 and 
11 percentage points, respectively, reflecting 
renewed outbreaks in these regions driven by 
the Delta variant. 

Three-quarters or more of SMBs in India, 
Taiwan and Vietnam reported lower sales, with 
only 10% to 17% of SMBs in these countries 
indicating sales have improved relative to the 
same period in 2020 (Figure 5). More SMBs 
reported increased sales than decreased sales 
relative to the same month in the previous year 
in Ireland, Nigeria and the US, the only countries 
to report this trend.
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Within the US, SMB sales performance varied 
by state (Figure 6). The majority of SMBs in 
Tennessee (53%) and South Carolina (52%) 
reported greater sales in the past 30 days 
compared to the previous year. SMBs in  
Arizona and Tennessee reported the largest  
rise relative to February 2021, with the 
proportion reporting higher year-on-year  
sales increasing by 13 percentage points  
in both states. Improved sales performance 
was also evident in Indiana, Maryland and 
Minnesota, where only a quarter of SMBs 
reported a reduction in sales, compared to 
a national average of 34%. Maryland and 
Minnesota also recorded 30 and 29 percentage 
point decreases, respectively, in the share of 
SMBs reporting lower sales. 

The picture was less positive in other states. 
The proportion of SMBs reporting lower sales 
was highest in California, Georgia, Michigan 
and Virginia (all 42%). SMBs in California, 
Georgia, Michigan, New Jersey and New York 
were also more likely to report lower sales than 
to report higher sales, although the proportion 
reporting a worse sales performance declined 
in all but Georgia.

 

  31-point gain 
 
SMBs in Arizona and Tennessee reported 
the largest rise relative to February 2021, 
with the proportion reporting higher  
year-on-year sales increasing by  
31 percentage points.
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FIGURE 6: Sales performance compared to the previous year, for SMBs in selected US states
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… in particular, more consumer-facing 
SMBs are reporting a worse sales 
performance than other sectors

The majority of SMBs in retail and hospitality 
sectors reported lower sales, contrasting 
with the downward trend seen in aggregate 
closure rates. Operational consumer-facing 
SMBs were 7 percentage points more likely to 
report a reduction in sales. SMBs in wholesale 
and retail trade were most likely to report a 
reduction in sales compared to the equivalent 
period last year, with 56% doing so (Figure 7). 
Approximately 52% of SMBs in hospitality 
reported a reduction in sales. The wholesale  
and retail trade sector and the hospitality sector 
also had the lowest shares reporting an increase 
in sales, at 28% and 33%, respectively. SMBs in 
other sectors have fared relatively better.   
 
 

Construction SMBs were least likely to report 
a year-on-year drop in sales (41%), followed by 
those in agriculture (41%) and information and 
communications technology (ICT) (43%). SMBs 
in construction and in ICT were also among the 
most likely to report an increase in sales, with 
35% of SMBs in these sectors doing so, behind 
only manufacturing at 36%.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
52% of SMBs globally in hospitality 
reported a decrease in year-on-year sales. 

FIGURE 7: Sales performance compared to the previous year, by sector

Proportion of SMBs

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%10% 30% 50% 70% 90%

The sameLower Higher

Agriculture

Construction

Hospitality

ICT

Manufacturing

Other services

Transportation 
and storage

Wholesale and 
retail trade

52%

GLOBAL STATE OF SMALL BUSINESS REPORT -  SEPTEMBER 2021

16



SMB recovery is correlated with 
vaccination rates

There appears to be a correlation between sales 
performance and vaccination rates, consistent 
with wider links reported between vaccination 
rates and economic recovery (United Nations 
Development Programme 2021; World Health 
Organization 2021). Countries and territories 
with higher vaccination rates tend to have lower 
proportions of SMBs reporting a decline in sales 
relative to last year (Figure 8). 

This relationship also holds with regards to the 
proportion of SMBs reducing employment  
(see Section 03 for an analysis of employment). 
Countries with higher rates of full vaccination 

appear to have a lower incidence of SMBs 
reporting they have reduced employment  
as a result of the pandemic—and conversely, 
a positive correlation with the proportion 
increasing employment.

While these correlations do not establish a 
causal relation between rates of vaccination 
and SMB performance, they do highlight the 
disparity between countries that have had 
faster vaccination rollouts (generally more 
developed countries) and those that have not, 
particularly in relation to economic recovery. 

FIGURE 8: Correlation between the rate of full vaccinations and operational SMBs reporting a drop in year-on-year sales, by 
country and territory12 
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WOMEN-LED

Women-led SMBs were equally as likely to 
report a decrease in sales as men-led SMBs

The proportion of SMBs reporting an 
improvement in sales performance in the past  
30 days compared to the same period last year 
was the same for both women- and men-led 
SMBs, at 28%. There was also no observable 
difference between gender in the share of SMBs 
reporting a worsened sales performance (53%). 

In some countries, women-led SMBs were more 
likely to report a worse sales performance. 
Women-led SMBs in Brazil were 16 percentage 
points less likely to report a year-on-year sales 
increase and 8 percentage points more likely to 
report a sales decrease. Women-led SMBs were 
over 10 percentage points less likely to report 
an increase in sales in certain other countries as 
well, including Ghana (16 percentage points less 

likely), Portugal (12 percentage points),  
France (11 percentage points) and Ireland  
(11 percentage points). 

This trend was not universal across countries, 
however, and in some countries was reversed. 
Women-led SMBs in the UK, Israel, Canada 
and Argentina were all more likely to report 
increasing sales performances (by 6, 6, 2 and 
10 percentage points, respectively). They were 
also less likely to record a drop in sales (by 10, 5, 
6 and 1 percentage points, respectively) relative 
to men-led SMBs. This may be driven in part 
by the recovery of retail and service sectors, 
in which women-led SMBs are slightly more 
concentrated, on average, within these countries.
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MINORITY-LED

Minority-led SMBs in the US reported a greater 
impact on sales

Minority-led SMBs in the US were more likely 
to report a reduction in sales compared to 
the same period the previous year, with 44% 
doing so compared to 29% of other SMBs 
(Figure 9). This represents an 11 percentage 
point improvement since February 2021. It is, 

however, higher than the proportion reporting 
an increase in sales (37%) and is in contrast to 
the trend seen in other SMBs and the overall US 
average. Hispanic-led SMBs were most likely to 
report reduced sales (46%) and least likely to 
report increased sales (31%).

FIGURE 9: Proportion of SMBs reporting a change in sales from previous year, by race or ethnicity13, 14 
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The business environment remains challenging 
for many SMBs despite an increasing share 
of SMBs reporting a growth in sales. Those 
in countries with higher vaccination rates are 
performing relatively better. However, women-  
and minority-led SMBs remain behind other SMBs. 

These disparities, and the continued 
improvement of various SMBs’ performance, 
are likely to be crucial for the wider strength of 
the global economic recovery.
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03
Employment

The continuing impact of the pandemic on aggregate 
unemployment rates varies across countries. In some, rates 
are falling, although they remain above pre-pandemic levels. 
Unemployment rates in the US peaked at 15% in 2020 before 
declining to 5.4% by July 2021, still above the 3.5% rate observed 
in February 2020 (US Bureau of Labor Statistics 2021). Similar 
trends can be seen across OECD countries as well (OECD 2021b). 
In other countries, however, unemployment remains high. 
Unemployment in Brazil, for example, reached a record high  
of 14.7% in April 2021 (McGeever 2021). 

Evidence from the previous waves of the Global State of Small 
Business Report, as well as the wider literature, indicates that SMBs 
have reduced employment as a response to the COVID-19 crisis 
(Facebook/OECD/World Bank 2020; International Trade Centre 
2020). SMBs also account for 70% of global employment and may 
have a potentially vital role to play in aiding the overall restoration of 
employment (International Labour Organization 2019).
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The proportion of operational SMBs 
reporting reduced employment as a 
result of the COVID-19 pandemic has 
risen since the start of the year …

SMBs are increasingly reporting a drop in 
employment as a result of the pandemic, 
indicating that some SMBs continue to be held 
back from recovery and growth. Approximately 
36% of operational SMBs globally reported 
that, to date in July 2021, the pandemic had 
caused them to reduce employment, marking 
an increase from 30% at the start of 2021.15 The 
share of SMBs reporting a drop in employment 
has stayed largely consistent with previous 
stages of the pandemic, with 38% and 39% of 
SMBs reporting reducing employment in May and 
October 2020, respectively (Figure 10).  

Despite the decline in February 2021, this 
may indicate a longer-lasting impact of the 
pandemic on SMBs’ ability to grow.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
36% of operational SMBs globally 
reported that they have reduced 
employment as a result of the pandemic, 
an increase from 30% in February 2021.

FIGURE 10: Operational SMBs reporting reducing employment as a consequence of the COVID-19 pandemic, across regions
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FIGURE 11: Relationship between government effectiveness and the proportion of SMBs reporting employment reductions, 
by country and territory

P
ro

po
rt

io
n 

of
 S

M
B

s 

Government Effectiveness Index

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

-1.5 -1 -0.5 0 0.5 1 1.5 2

AR AU

BE

BR

CA

CO

EG

FR

DE

GH
IN

ID

IE

IL

IT

KE

MX

NG

PK
PH

PL

PT

RU

ZA

ES TW

TR

GB
US

VN

There are also differences across countries. SMBs 
in Europe and North America were less likely to 
report a reduction in employment as a result of 
the pandemic than SMBs in other regions. All 
countries in our sample in which less than 30% of 
SMBs reported a reduction in employment are in 
these regions. SMBs in developing countries—in 
particular, Indonesia (72%), Kenya (58%) and 
Vietnam (53%)—were much more likely to have 
reduced their workforces. 

SMBs’ performance also appears to correlate 
with the institutional environments in which 
they operate. The World Bank Government 
Effectiveness Index measures the quality of 
inputs required for the government to be able 
to produce and implement good policies and 
deliver public goods. The index is based on 
households’ and businesses’ perception of the 
quality of factors such as public services and 
policymaking.16 Countries that score higher on 
the index appear to have fewer SMBs reporting 

a reduction in employment as a result of the 
pandemic (Figure 11). This trend also holds when 
considering developing countries and territories 
only. However, the relationship does not appear 
to hold for the subset of developed countries.17

Countries and 
territories that score 
higher on the World 
Bank Government 
Effectiveness  
Index appear to 
have fewer SMBs 
reporting a reduction 
in employment as a 
result of the pandemic.
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… however, some SMBs have since 
started rehiring, a trend that appears 
set to persist into the near future …

Some SMBs have been active in rebuilding their 
workforces, despite many continuing to report 
reduced overall employment. Approximately 
38% of SMBs indicated that at least some of 
their current workforce had been hired during 
the pandemic (Figure 12), and 19% indicated 
that at least some of these workers were 
rehired after being furloughed or laid off during 
the pandemic. The proportion of SMBs rehiring 
furloughed or laid-off workers was substantially 
higher in some countries—for example, India 
(37%), Pakistan (35%) and Indonesia (33%). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
19% of SMBs globally indicated that  
they had rehired at least some of their 
workers who had been furloughed or  
laid off during the pandemic.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
10% of SMBs globally reported that  
their employment had increased as  
a result of the pandemic.

FIGURE 12: Operational SMBs reporting increasing employment as a consequence of the COVID-19 pandemic, across regions
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In fact, more than 10% of operational SMBs 
in our survey reported that their employment 
had increased as a result of the pandemic. This 
represents a larger proportion than in February 
2021 (7%) and at any point in the previous year. 

Looking to the future, 24% of SMBs surveyed 
globally plan to rehire previously furloughed or 
laid-off workers over the next 6 months. This 
proportion was higher in many middle-income 
countries, such as Colombia, India and Pakistan, 
which were all at 41% (Figure 13).

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
24% of SMBs surveyed globally plan to 
rehire previously furloughed or laid-off 
workers over the next 6 months.

FIGURE 13: SMBs planning to hire more workers over the coming months, by country and territory
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In the US, 24% of SMBs stated that they  
had reduced employment as a consequence  
of the COVID-19 pandemic, representing  
only a 3 percentage point decline since 
February. At the same time, 13% of SMBs  
had increased employment over the same 
period, an improvement of 5 percentage  
points since February. 

Results varied across states, with 38% of SMBs 
in Nevada and approximately one-third of 
SMBs in Michigan (33%) and Kentucky (32%) 
stating they had reduced employment. This 
was in direct comparison to South Carolina 
and Minnesota, where only 14% of SMBs had 
reduced employment. The proportion of SMBs 
in New Jersey reporting that they had reduced 
employment was 13 percentage points lower 
since the February survey, the largest drop of 
all states, followed by Missouri (12 percentage 
points lower), and California and New York  
(both 11 percentage points lower).

Arkansas had the highest proportion of SMBs 
reporting increased employment, at 23%. 
This contrasts with states such as Alabama, 
Kentucky, Louisiana, Minnesota, Nevada and 
Tennessee, where less than 10% reported an 
increase in employment.  

… with changes in SMB employment 
dependent on sectors  

SMBs in the hospitality and transport sectors 
were the most likely to report reduced 
employment due to the pandemic (52% and 
42% of SMBs in these sectors, respectively) 
(Figure 14). In contrast, 27% of SMBs in the 
ICT sector experienced a reduction in their 
workforces. SMBs in this sector were also most 
likely to report an increase in employment due 
to the pandemic, with 14% doing so.

FIGURE 14: Proportion of SMBs reporting changing employment due to the COVID-19 pandemic, by sector
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WOMEN-LED

Women-led SMBs globally were 4 percentage 
points less likely to have reported reducing 
employment as a result of the COVID-19 
pandemic than men-led SMBs. Women-led 
SMBs were also 3 percentage points less likely 
to state that they had increased employment. 

The difference between women- and men- 
led SMBs varied in size by country and  
territory. Women-led SMBs were more than  
10 percentage points less likely to report  
reducing employment in Israel (16 percentage 
points), the UK (12), Australia (10) and Taiwan 
(10). Women-led SMBs were also more than 10 
percentage points less likely to report increasing 
employment in Germany, Ireland and Russia.  

Similar trends were observed when SMBs  
were asked about their expectations for 
rehiring. Approximately 26% of men-led  
SMBs reported that they were planning to 
rehire within the next 6 months, compared to 
only 18% of women-led SMBs. This disparity 
was greatest in countries such as Mexico  
(19 percentage points lower), Vietnam  
(15 percentage points), Russia (14 percentage 
points), South Africa (14 percentage points)  
and Canada (13 percentage points).

These findings may be driven in part by  
the greater propensity of women-led SMBs 
sampled to operate smaller establishments, 
such as those within the personal services 
sector. Women-led SMBs globally were  
12 percentage points more likely to work in  
the services sector and 6 percentage points 
more likely to work in a micro-enterprise 
(i.e., fewer than 10 employees), similar to the 

previous Global State of Small Business reports 
and wider literature on female entrepreneurs 
(Facebook/OECD/World Bank 2020; Bardasi 
et al. 2011). Differences in the characteristics 
of men- and women-led SMBs, such as the 
average size and the sectoral composition,  
may influence the productivity and scalability 
of these businesses (Carranza et al. 2018). This 
suggests that variation in the size and sectoral 
makeup of SMBs may play an important role 
in driving some of the observed differences 
between men- and women-led enterprises.

       26% vs 18%
26% of men-led SMBs reported that  
they plan to rehire workers within the  
next 6 months, compared to only  
18% of women-led SMBs.

Variation in size and 
sectoral makeup 
between women-  
and men-led SMBs  
may play an important 
role in driving some 
observed differences.

Women-led SMBs were less likely to report 
reduced employment but were also less likely 
to have increased employment 
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MINORITY-LED

Minority-led SMBs were more likely  
to reduce employment

Minority-led SMBs in the US were more likely  
to report reduced employment. Almost one-
third (32%) did so, compared to just 20%  
of other SMBs, a difference of 12 percentage 
points. This gap has widened since February 
2021, when minority-led SMBs were only  
7 percentage points more likely to have reduced 
employment. Asian-led SMBs were most likely 
to reduce employment, with 38% reporting 
reduced employment, followed by 35% for 
Hispanic-led SMBs. Asian-led SMBs were also 
the most likely to report increased employment, 
however, at 18% compared to just 7% of 
Hispanic-led SMBs.

There is some cause for optimism, however, 
as more minority-led SMBs (21%) planned to 
rehire furloughed or laid-off workers over the 
next 6 months than other SMBs (8%). More than 
one-quarter (27%) of Hispanic-led SMBs planned 
to rehire staff, the most of any minority group.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
32% of minority-led businesses  
reported reducing employment as  
a result of the pandemic, compared  
to 20% of other SMBs.

While the recent trends for the labour market 
have been positive, the findings of the survey 
suggest the impact of the pandemic on SMB 
employment has remained stubbornly high 
over its course. The share of SMBs reporting a 
reduction in workforce size since the start of 
the pandemic fell in February 2021 but has since 
returned to the higher levels seen in 2020.

There are causes for optimism, however.  
An increasing share of SMBs now have more 
employees than before the pandemic, and 
almost one-quarter are now either rehiring 
or planning to rehire, including minority-led 
businesses. Enabling SMB growth will be an 
important element to economic recovery and 
resilience going forward.

32%
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  Rehiring Uptick

More minority-led SMBs 
(21%) plan to rehire 
furloughed or laid-off 
workers over the next  
6 months than other 
SMBs (8%).

2828
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04
Use of digital tools

The digitalisation of businesses has surged in recent years, and 
companies have further increased their use of digital tools during 
the COVID-19 pandemic. In particular, remote working, adoption 
of newer technologies and revenue made online have increased 
(Gartner 2021; OECD 2020b). New consumer habits and 
expectations of work conditions formed during the pandemic are 
likely to remain to some extent, even as the economic recovery 
continues (European Commission 2021; Bartik et al. 2020). 

SMBs typically lag behind their larger counterparts when 
considering the uptake of digital tools, restricting their use to 
mostly administrative functions (OECD 2021c). Digital platforms, 
however, have provided many enterprises with an alternative 
avenue in which to operate during the pandemic. SMBs have had 
to adapt, whether to reach new customers or overcome physical 
restrictions placed upon their operations. Subsequently, use of 
digital tools has increased significantly during these difficult times.
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FIGURE 15: SMBs’ reported use of digital tools in February and July 2021 survey waves, across the global sample
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During the COVID-19 pandemic, 
an increasing share of SMBs have 
leveraged digital tools to stay 
connected to their customers …

A large majority of leaders in operational 
SMBs reported utilising digital tools for their 
businesses. SMBs were most likely to report 
using digital tools to advertise (60%) and to 
communicate with customers (58%). This  
trend was evident in all regions except North 
America, where SMBs were more likely to report 
communicating directly with customers (73%) 
than advertising as a use of digital tools (71%). 
SMBs in Latin America were particularly likely 
to use digital tools for advertising, with 76% 
and 73% of SMBs highlighting this in Mexico 
and Brazil, respectively.

Use of digital tools has also increased since the 
start of 2021, rising from 81% to 88% of SMBs 
since February 2021 (Figure 15). The share of 
SMBs using digital tools increased the most 
in Egypt (19 percentage points), and in Ireland 
and Pakistan (both 17 percentage points), but 
this trend was not always consistent. SMBs in 
countries such as Israel and Indonesia reported 
a decline in the use of digital tools, by 5 and 7 
percentage points, respectively.

SMBs have been increasing digital tool use 
across a range of purposes since February 2021. 
The largest increases were seen in advertising 
and selling goods and services, with the share 
of SMBs using digital tools for these purposes 
rising 21 percentage points and 12 percentage 
points, respectively.
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FIGURE 16: Reported impact of digital tools on operational SMBs, across the global sample

… in particular, digital channels were a 
means to support sales for SMBs …

The importance of digital tools to SMB leaders 
was reflected in the proportion of businesses 
reporting positive experiences. Approximately 
69% of SMBs reported that use of digital tools 
has had at least one positive impact on their 
business operations, such as an increase in 
sales or customer base. This proportion was 
greater in middle-income countries, despite 
the overall lower usage rates. In Vietnam 
and the Philippines, 88% and 78% of SMBs, 
respectively, reported at least one form of 
positive impact on their businesses. 

More SMBs reported that digital tools had led 
to an increase in sales (34%) than for any other 
impact, followed by an increase in customer or 
supplier base (31%) across the global sample 
(Figure 16). This was the case across almost all 

regions, particularly Latin America, where 43% 
indicated that use of digital tools had increased 
sales performance. The exception was Europe, 
where SMBs were the least likely to report 
an increase in sales (30%) and more likely to 
identify an increase in customer or supplier 
base (32%).

 
 
Usage of digital 
tools by SMBs has 
increased globally, 
rising from 81%  
to 88% since 
February 2021.

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

Increase 
in sales

Increase in 
customer or 

supplier base

Access to digital 
solutions and business 

intelligence services

Lower 
operational 

costs

Increase in 
employment

Other No impact

P
ro

po
rt

io
n 

of
 S

M
B

s

GLOBAL STATE OF SMALL BUSINESS REPORT -  SEPTEMBER 2021

31



… but the utilisation of digital tools 
was highly dependent on the sector in 
which the SMBs were operating

The adoption of digital tools appears to be 
differentiated across sectors. For operational 
SMBs in construction, 80% reported using 
digital tools, relative to 93% in the ICT sector. 
SMBs in the ICT sector reported greater usage 
of digital tools across all categories, with the 
exception of selling goods and services, where 
those in the wholesale and retail trade were 
most likely to make use of digital tools.

Consumer-facing SMBs were more likely 
to utilise digital tools for advertising (67%) 
than nonconsumer-facing SMBs. This was 
driven particularly by SMBs in the hospitality 
sector. While SMBs in most sectors cited 
communication with customers as the most 
common reason they used digital tools, SMBs 
in hospitality were more likely to report using 
digital tools for advertising (67%) than for 
customer communication (58%). Consumer-
facing SMBs were also more likely to use digital 
tools to sell goods and services (56%) than their 
nonconsumer-facing counterparts (47%).

Going forward, digital tools may 
become an increasingly integral part of 
SMBs’ operations

The trend of increasing use of digital tools looks 
set to continue. More than half of SMBs (53%) 
confirmed that their use of digital tools is likely 
to change permanently due to the COVID-19 
crisis. Leaders of SMBs in Latin America were 
most likely to indicate an expectation that 
changes in the use of digital tools would be 
permanent (72%), followed by those in South 
Asia (63%). SMBs in Mexico (76%) and in Brazil 
and Colombia (both 74%) were most likely to 
expect a permanent change in digital tool use.  

SMBs in Europe and Sub-Saharan Africa were 
least likely to report permanent change, with 
an average of 47% of SMBs for each region. 
Within these regions, SMBs in France (37%) 
and Nigeria (36%) were the least likely to report 
they expected a permanent change in the use of 
digital tools.

Variations also exist across sectors. SMBs in ICT 
were most likely to report that they expected 
changes to their usage of digital tools to be 
permanent (61%). This figure was only 39% for 
those in the construction industry and 41% for 
those in manufacturing.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Globally, 53% of SMBs reported that 
their use of digital tools is likely to change 
permanently due to the COVID-19 crisis.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
SMBs in Latin America were most likely 
to indicate that their use of digital tools 
likely will be permanent, at 72%.

53%

72%
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The social restrictions in place during the 
COVID-19 pandemic have forced businesses 
to adapt, relying more heavily on digital tools. 
It appears that the pandemic may continue 
to impact consumer behaviour, with 30% of 
SMBs in our survey expecting a lack of in-person 
customers over the next 6 months. Smaller 
SMBs were more likely to report this as a 
concern, with 37% of SMBs with fewer than 
10 employees expecting a lack of in-person 
customers, compared to just 22% of SMBs  
with more than 100 employees. 

Although COVID-19 restrictions are easing in 
many places around the world, the issue of 
compliance has not receded entirely. More  
than one-fifth of SMBs were uncertain about 
what the health and safety guidelines for 
employees would be going forward, and 20% 
were concerned about their ability to comply 
with any such guidelines. This suggests that  
the switch back to physical spaces may not  
be completely smooth for all SMBs.

Consequently, the way businesses operate 
looks set to remain at least partially digital, 
with 86% of SMBs globally indicating that they 
expect to use at least some digital tools in the 
future. This proportion was highest in Latin 
American countries (90%), where one-third of 
SMBs (34%) reported that they intend to run 
their business operations mostly or entirely 
through digital means. South Asia saw both 
extremes, with the highest proportions of  
SMBs reporting they expected to have either 
fully digital operations or fully in-person 
operations relative to all regions.

More than one-fifth of 
SMBs were uncertain 
about what the health 
and safety guidelines 
for employees would  
be going forward.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
20% of SMBs globally were concerned 
about their ability to comply with health 
and safety guidelines for employees.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
86% of SMBs globally indicate that they 
expect to use at least some digital tools  
in the future.

Future expectations of physical versus  
digital operations

GOING DIGITAL

20%

86%
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WOMEN-LED

The proportion of men-led SMBs utilising digital 
tools was slightly higher than for women-led 
SMBs, with differences also in the types of 
digital tools used. Women-led SMBs were more 
likely to report using digital tools for advertising 
(66%) and communicating with customers 
(62%), compared to men-led SMBs (60%  
and 58%, respectively). Men-led SMBs were  
6 percentage points more likely to report using 
digital tools for hiring staff and collaborating 
between employees than women-led SMBs. 

There are further gender differences when 
examining different sectors. The gap between 
men- and women-led businesses in the use 
of digital tools is wider in sectors such as 
agriculture, where there is a 9 percentage point 

difference in use of digital tools (22% versus 
13%). This differential is reversed for SMBs in 
construction and hospitality.

Differences across women- and men-led SMBs 
were negligible when asked about future 
expectations. More than half of both groups 
stated that the COVID-19 crisis was likely to 
change their use of digital tools permanently,  
at 52% and 55%, respectively.

The use of digital tools was varied for women- 
and men-led SMBs across different sectors
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MINORITY-LED

Evidence from the survey suggests that 
SMBs are continuing to adapt to the business 
environment brought on by the pandemic. 
SMBs are increasingly turning to digital 
tools to interact with customers, in line with 
expectations of a prolonged reduction in 
in-person customer numbers. It will be of 
interest to policymakers, researchers and 
others whether this trend leads to lasting 
changes in the way SMBs operate as the 
recovery progresses.

Hispanic-led SMBs were less likely to utilise 
digital tools

There were few observable differences in the 
use of digital tools between minority-led and 
other SMBs, except for Hispanic-led SMBs. 
Though the vast majority of Hispanic-led SMBs 
still used digital tools (84%), these SMBs were 
7 percentage points less likely to use digital 
tools for any business reason than other SMBs. 
Those that did were just as likely to report a 
positive impact from doing so, although there 
were some differences in the impacts reported. 
Only 18% of Hispanic-led SMBs reported an 
increase in employment from using digital tools, 

compared to 28% of Black-led SMBs and 30% 
of other SMBs. Black-led SMBs were the least 
likely to report that sales had increased as a 
result of digital tool use, with 29% doing so, 
compared to 41% of other SMBs.

Minority-led SMBs were also more likely to 
expect changes to persist. For example, 57% 
of Black-led SMBs thought that the COVID-19 
pandemic would change the use of digital tools 
permanently, compared to 43% of other SMBs.
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05
Challenges and 
future expectations

News of the development of vaccines for COVID-19 provided 
great cause for optimism at the start of 2021, but the picture 
painted by business leaders in this survey indicates that SMBs 
still face a challenging environment in many instances. 

The economic climate remains variable across regions. Vaccine 
rollout progress across the world remains mixed, and this may 
limit the recovery process in some countries. In much of Europe 
and North America, economic and health restrictions have 
started to ease, and businesses are beginning to operate in  
an environment that more closely resembles the pre-pandemic 
economy. The situation in much of Latin America and East Asia, 
however, has displayed more fragility. 

SMBs are likely to face further tests as economies continue 
to reopen. Ongoing uncertainty and continuing financial and 
liquidity constraints may be compounded by the withdrawal of 
financial support and government assistance where provided 
(Dörr et al. 2021).
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Overall, business leaders are gradually 
becoming more confident about 
continuing to operate in the  
current climate …

The majority of operational SMBs in our survey 
expect to be able to continue operating in the 
current climate, at least in the short term. 
Approximately 60% of operational SMBs in 
the global sample reported that they would 
be able to continue operating for 6 months or 
more if current circumstances persist. Just 
under half (48%) stated they could do so for 
over 12 months. While still indicating significant 
uncertainty, this represents an improvement 
since the start of the year, with the proportion 
of SMBs stating they could continue for 6 and 
12 months increasing by 6 and 3 percentage 
points, respectively, since the February survey.18 

North America and Europe had the highest 
shares of SMBs expecting to continue operating 
in current circumstances. Approximately 64% 
of SMBs in the US and 62% in Canada expect 
to be able to continue to operate for 12 months 
or more, closely aligned with SMBs in Ireland 
(64%), Germany (62%, although falling from 
72% in February), and Belgium and the UK (both 
60%). Increases in the share of SMBs expecting 
to be able to continue operating were largest 
in Italy and the Philippines, where 54% and 
48% of SMBs, respectively, stated they could 
operate for 12 months or more. This represents 
a 19 percentage point increase in each country 
since the start of 2021.  

Not all SMBs were so confident. Latin America 
and South Asia had the lowest shares of SMBs 
expecting to be able to continue operating in 
current circumstances for over 12 months, at 
38% and 34%, respectively, declining by 4 and 
1 percentage points since February. The share 
of SMBs in Argentina expecting to be able to 

continue operating for 12 months or more fell by 
16 percentage points, representing one of the 
largest declines since the February 2021 survey 
(second only to a 17 percentage point drop for 
Australian SMBs, to 56%). Only 47% and 50% 
of SMBs in India and Pakistan, respectively, 
reported that they could continue for 6 months 
or more, and significantly fewer SMBs reported 
they could last 12 months in current conditions 
(33% and 36%, respectively). A similar picture 
emerged over much of East Asia, with only 
36% of SMBs in Vietnam and 41% in Indonesia 
indicating they could continue for more than  
12 months in current circumstances.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
60% of operational SMBs globally 
reported that they could continue 
operating for 6 months or more if  
current circumstances persist.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
48% of SMBs globally stated they 
could continue operating under current 
conditions for 12 months or more.

60%

48%
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… but many business leaders stated 
they are struggling to pay current 
business expenses

The majority of SMBs reported a worse year-on-
year sales performance, and it follows that 60% 
of SMBs stated they had some form of difficulty 
in paying business-related expenses.19 Roughly 
one-quarter of SMBs reported struggling to pay 
down loans or debt (26%), bills (25%), rent (25%) 
and employee wages (24%). 

SMBs in Sub-Saharan Africa were most likely to 
report a challenge paying business expenses, 
with over three-quarters of SMBs reporting this 
in Kenya (82%), Nigeria (77%) and Ghana (77%). 
Just under half of SMBs in Kenya (48%) reported 
difficulty paying debts or loans, and 46% reported 
difficulty paying rent. 

In Vietnam, 87% of business leaders stated 
that their businesses were struggling to pay 
some form of business expense, with 56% 
referencing difficulties with rent, followed by 
43% mentioning staff wages. In the US, 83% of 
SMBs reported at least one challenge, and 59% 
of SMBs stated they faced difficulties in paying 
employee wages.

SMBs in Europe were significantly less likely to 
report difficulties in paying business expenses. 
The countries where SMBs were least likely to 
report difficulties in paying business expenses 
were Germany, the UK and France—with 70%, 
65% and 63%, respectively, reporting that  
they had not faced any challenges in paying 
business expenses.

  Common Challenges

In the US, 83% of SMBs 
reported at least one 
cash flow challenge, and 
59% of SMBs stated they 
faced difficulties in paying 
employee wages.
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Looking ahead, many business leaders 
expect to face challenges such as lack 
of demand and cash flow

Approximately 88% of business leaders globally 
stated that they envisioned they would face 
some form of significant challenge over the 
course of the next few months. The most 
common challenges cited by SMBs were a 
potential lack of demand and cash flow (Figure 
17), referenced respectively by 35% and 33% 
of business leaders. Wider literature has found 
cash flow to be one of the most prevalent issues 
reported by enterprises during the COVID-19 
crisis (International Labour Organization 2020). 

SMBs in East Asia and Latin America were most 
concerned regarding a lack of demand. More 
than half of SMBs in Vietnam (55%) and Taiwan 
(50%) stated this as a concern. For SMBs in Latin 
America, this figure was highest in Mexico (51%), 
Colombia (44%) and Argentina (41%). 

The shares of business leaders expecting a 
lack of demand and cash flow, as well as other 
challenges, fell considerably in February 2021 
but have since risen. This may signal a fall 

in confidence among business leaders, with 
concerns over a lack of demand and cash flow 
each rising by 13 percentage points since 
February. While there was a notable increase 
across many of the countries surveyed, this large 
shift may be partially driven by the smaller sample 
of countries available in the February survey.20 

Approximately 21% of global SMBs also 
indicated concerns over more government or 
health authority orders in the next few months, 
but this figure was significantly higher in some 
countries than others. These concerns were 
most prevalent in Europe, despite the relaxation 
of restrictions across many of its countries.  
This was highest among SMBs in Poland (49%), 
Italy (37%) and France (35%) in particular, but 
it was also high in some countries in East Asia 
and the Pacific, such as Vietnam (35%) and 
Australia (33%). Approximately one-fifth of 
SMBs in the global sample (20%) also stated 
concerns with regards to paying back currently 
outstanding loans. This was highest among 
SMBs in Kenya and Turkey (both 35%) but was 
also cited by one-quarter or more of SMBs in 
Indonesia (28%), Spain (28%), Vietnam (27%), 
Italy (27%), Brazil (26%) and Portugal (25%).

FIGURE 17: Challenges business leaders expect to face over the coming months, across survey waves
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SMBs in the US appear more confident 
that they will be able to continue 
operating, despite challenges paying 
business expenses

US SMBs were more confident of continued 
operation than the global average (40%), with 
74% of those surveyed expecting to be able 
to continue operating for at least 6 months 
and nearly two-thirds (64%) for longer than a 
year (Figure 18). This was consistent across the 
whole of the US, although varied in some states. 
Maryland (61%) and Oklahoma (66%) were the 
states with the lowest share of SMBs expecting 
to continue operating for at least 6 months.

Despite this confidence, the proportion of 
SMBs struggling to pay business expenses in 
the US was among the highest in the world, 
with 83% indicating they had challenges paying 

at least one type of expense (compared to 60% 
globally). This was also consistently the single 
most cited challenge across all states. This was 
driven by challenges in paying workers’ salaries, 
with 59% of SMBs indicating this was an issue.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
83% of US SMBs report challenges paying 
at least one type of expense, compared to 
60% of SMBs globally.

FIGURE 18: Proportion of SMBs reporting they were struggling to pay business expenses and their expectations for continued 
operations, by selected US states
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WOMEN-LED

The share of women-led SMBs expecting to 
be able to continue operating in the current 
climate for 6 months or more was 6 percentage 
points lower than for men-led SMBs. For a 
period of 12 months or more, the gap was  
4 percentage points. The difference was greatest 
among European SMBs, with women-led SMBs 
in Russia (20 percentage points), Germany 
(16 percentage points), Poland (16 percentage 
points) and Portugal (14 percentage points) 
demonstrating the largest gaps in their 
perceived ability to continue operating for  
over a year. 

When asked about the current challenges they 
were facing, such as lack of demand or cash 
flow, the vast majority of both men-led (87%) 
and women-led (88%) SMBs reported at least 
one challenge they expect to face in the next 
few months. However, women-led SMBs were 
5 percentage points more likely to indicate 
they expected to face a lack of demand in the 
coming months. Women-led SMBs in Portugal, 
Italy and Poland were respectively 14, 13 and 
12 percentage points more likely to report 
concerns about a lack of customers or demand.

There was no observable difference globally 
between men-led and women-led SMBs’ 
concerns about cash flow, but in some countries 
there was a significant gap. Women-led SMBs in 
Brazil and South Africa were respectively 13 and 
12 percentage points more likely to report this 
concern than men-led SMBs.

Men-led SMBs were more likely to state cash 
flow as an issue in some countries. For example, 
in Spain, Germany and Belgium, men-led SMBs 
were respectively 13, 9 and 8 percentage points 
more likely than women-led SMBs to state that 
cash flow was likely to be a problem. In line 
with the survey results related to employment, 
men-led SMBs were 6 percentage points more 
likely to report concerns over hiring or a lack 
of workers. This was greatest among SMBs in 
Russia, where 28% of men-led SMBs reported 
this as a challenge, compared to only 9% of 
women-led SMBs.

Women-led SMBs were less optimistic about 
continuing to operate in current conditions
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HOLIDAY SALES
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FIGURE 19: Proportion of annual revenue expected to be made between October and December, across countries and territories

The holiday season, defined here as the last 
3 months of the year (October to December), 
represents a very important period for many 
SMBs. Across a subsample of 14 countries 
and territories, over one-fifth of SMBs (21%) 
indicated that they expected more than half 
their annual revenues during this period.21  
This included 35% of SMBs surveyed in Taiwan,  
30% in Portugal and 27% in Spain.

Approximately 13% of SMBs stated that they 
would increase temporary employment over 
the next 6 months in anticipation of the holiday 
season. This was higher in some countries and 
territories, with about one-fifth of SMBs in Taiwan 
(21%), Poland (18%) and Ireland (18%) stating 
they would increase temporary employment. In 
contrast, over 80% of SMBs in Australia (86%), 
France (85%), the UK (84%), the US (84%), 
Belgium (83%) and Canada (83%) reported that 
they would not be taking on additional temporary 
workers in the final 6 months of the year. 

Women-led SMBs were more dependent upon 
seasonal sales than their men-led counterparts 
in 10 out of the 14 countries and territories 
surveyed. Approximately 47% of women-led 
SMBs in Taiwan stated that they expected  
50% of their annual revenue to come in the 
final 3 months of the year, 19 percentage 
points higher than the rate of men-led SMBs. 
Women-led SMBs in Israel, Germany and France 
were also significantly more likely to report a 
dependence on holiday sales. Women-led SMBs 
in each of these countries were respectively 11, 
11 and 9 percentage points more likely to rely 
on the holiday period for over half their annual 
sales. This was not the case across all countries, 
however. Men-led SMBs in the UK, Ireland and 
Italy were respectively 5, 4 and 3 percentage 
points more likely to report over 50% of their 
annual sales coming in the final 3 months  
of the year. 

Deep Dive: Holiday Season

4242
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Despite a greater dependence on seasonal sales, 
only 10% of women-led SMBs stated that they 
would increase temporary employment over the 
next 6 months, 5 percentage points below the 
rate of men-led SMBs. Men-led SMBs were more 
likely to hire temporary workers in 12 out of the 
14 countries and territories surveyed, consistent 
with the employment trends previously covered 
within this report. SMBs in Belgium and the US 
were the 2 exceptions, with little to no difference 
in the rate of plans of rehiring temporary workers 
among men- and women-led SMBs.

US SMBs predict big holiday sales

In the US, 17% of SMBs expected to make over 
50% of their annual revenues over the final  
3 months of the year. Those reporting that they 
expected the majority of their revenues in this 
period included over one-quarter of SMBs in 
Indiana (26%) and a slightly lower proportion  
in Virginia (24%) and South Carolina (23%). 

Just over one-tenth (11%) of US SMBs stated 
they would increase temporary employment in 
the 6 months leading up to the holiday period 

(Figure 20). This was highest in New Jersey, at 
21%, followed by 15% each in Colorado, Florida, 
Illinois and Kentucky. In comparison, 93% of 
SMBs in Washington and Arizona, and 90% of 
SMBs in South Carolina, stated they would not 
be hiring additional temporary workers in the 
run-up to the festive season.

Minority-led businesses appear considerably 
more likely to depend upon the holiday season 
in the US. A quarter of minority-led businesses 
stated that they expected to make over half 
of their annual sales in the holiday period, 
compared to 14% of other SMBs. This was 
highest for Black- and Hispanic-led SMBs,  
with 34% and 29% of respondents indicating 
they anticipated making half their sales during 
this time. A greater share of these SMBs also 
had plans to hire temporary workers in the 
6 months leading up to the holiday season. 
Minority-led SMBs (18%) were 9 percentage 
points more likely to report they would look to 
hire temporary workers than other SMBs (8%);  
this finding was greater among Hispanic- and 
Black-led SMBs (24% and 23%, respectively).

FIGURE 20: Proportion of SMBs that stated they would look to hire temporary workers over the next 6 months, across states
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An increasing share of SMBs expects to be able 
to navigate the forthcoming months, reflecting 
an increasing confidence among some business 
leaders. The forthcoming holiday season will be 
a particularly important time for SMBs in some 
countries and will be a key test of the overall 
strength of the pandemic recovery. 

However, some SMBs remain vulnerable. The 
proportion of SMBs expecting some form of 
challenge in the next few months has increased 
since February, and demand and cash flow 
remain the most likely challenges to be reported. 
Women-led SMBs and those in regions such as 
Latin America and South Asia do not express 
the same confidence as other SMBs in their 
ability to continue operations under current 
circumstances. This puts achieving an inclusive 
and global recovery at risk.

The forthcoming 
holiday season will 
be a key test of the 
overall strength 
of the pandemic 
recovery.

Over one-fifth of SMBs in the 
subset of 14 countries and 
territories surveyed indicated 
that they expected more than 
half their annual revenues during 
the last 3 months of the year.

21%
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The economic recovery from the COVID-19 
pandemic has begun for many, but SMBs continue 
to experience challenging circumstances across 
the globe. Their circumstances vary across 
different types of SMBs and thematic areas, 
which highlight the different vulnerabilities and 
experiences across groups. 

The overall story shows mixed signals but clear 
positive signs. SMB closure rates have declined 
in many countries since February 2021, when 
the previous Global State of Small Business 
Survey was conducted. However, the majority 
of operational SMBs have reported that sales 
performance has worsened in comparison to 
earlier stages of the pandemic, prior to 2021.  
The proportion of SMBs stating they have 
reduced employment as a result of the pandemic 
has also increased since the start of 2021. The 
share of SMBs expecting to remain in operation 
into future periods has increased. Yet, many 
SMBs still anticipate distinct challenges, such 
as lack of demand, cash flow worries and low 
levels of in-person interactions with customers. 
Perhaps as a reflection of these challenges, most 
SMBs now expect to have at least some level of 
digital business going forward.

The report also reveals that some of the 
incongruous results may be attributable to 
differences for SMBs in certain places and for 
certain groups. SMBs in Sub-Saharan Africa, 
Asia and the Pacific were more likely than 
those in Europe and North America to report 
closures and reduced sales since the start of 
2021. This suggests that SMBs in the latter 
regions appear to be recovering faster, which 

may be related to higher vaccination rates in 
these countries. Minority-led SMBs in the US 
and women-led SMBs globally also continue 
to experience greater negative impacts than 
their counterparts. Both groups are more likely 
to report being closed or suffering lower sales. 
Both groups, however, have also demonstrated 
a recovery relative to previous periods of the 
pandemic, which offers encouragement.

There are signs that the world has embarked 
on the road to economic recovery, but a post-
pandemic world still remains distant. While 
some will be looking to the future, many SMBs 
are still dealing with the lasting impacts of the 
pandemic, particularly those in marginalised 
communities. We must strive to help all groups 
improve simultaneously. The global community 
of SMBs is just one such group, but how they 
adapt and face challenges is of vital importance 
to the broader economy. This report aims to 
provide useful information for researchers 
and policymakers about how the resulting 
challenges for SMBs may be overcome today. 
The Global State of Small Business Report 
series will continue to monitor the health of  
the world’s SMB community going forward. 

Conclusion
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SURVEY AND SAMPLING

This report presents the findings of the second 
2021 Global State of Business Survey, conducted 
over the period 19 July–7 August 2021 for data 
collection in the US and 19–30 July 2021 for the 
remaining countries and territories. The sample 
for the survey was drawn from the population of 
Facebook users who were active in the 28 days 
prior to the first day of survey fielding. Users 
were sampled randomly, subject to eligibility 
over the course of the fielding window. Users 
were allowed to respond to the survey only once 
and received no more than one invitation every 
3 days during the fielding window. Invitations 
were displayed at the top of the Facebook 
News Feed. Upon opting in to take the survey, 
respondents were shown an introductory screen 
establishing the nature of the survey, planned 
uses for responses and estimated time to 
complete the survey. No question required an ad 
hoc response, and respondents were allowed to 
leave the survey at any time. Respondents were 
not compensated for their answers nor were they 
directly incentivised or encouraged to complete 
the survey in any way. Respondents were allowed 
to take the survey in a language of their choosing 
based on country. Information about how to 
access the unweighted data and full survey 
methodology is available at: dataforgood.fb.com/
docs/state-of-small-business.

DATA TREATMENT

In the report, results for businesses are 
reported from answers collected from SMB 
business leaders, defined as respondents who 
identified themselves as owning or managing 
a business consisting of fewer than 250 
employees. Statistics reported for the aggregate 
sample across countries take the average of 
all countries that meet the 100-respondent 
quota for a given question. Where statistics 
are reported by sector or business size, the 
figures were calculated using the whole sample, 
treating each respondent as an individual 
observation. Although all available users were 
theoretically eligible to take the survey, the 
sample included an over-sampling of Facebook 
Page administrators for sampling efficiency. 
These responses were then reweighted for 
nonresponse to mirror the base Facebook 
population in each country. See the table below 
for more information about survey sampling. 
After accounting for eligibility and nonresponse, 
the survey captured the views of 35,189 SMB 
leaders across 30 countries and territories, 
including 10,262 SMB leaders in the US. The 
following tables show the sample distribution 
among business leaders, segmented by the 
global sample and the US only.

Appendix
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TABLE 1: Countries and territories surveyed, including invitations, survey starts, 
response rates and sample sizes of eligible respondents

Global Sample

Region Country or 
territory

Code Invitations Starts Response 
rate

Eligible 
respondents

East Asia and 
Pacific

Australia AU 235,554 2,974 1.26% 940

Indonesia ID 202,918 3,961 1.95% 1,247

Philippines PH 262,568 3,804 1.45% 717

Taiwan TW 294,011 3,131 1.06% 679

Vietnam VN 255,811 3,448 1.35% 655

Europe Belgium BE 249,243 2,794 1.12% 485

France FR 273,618 2,533 0.93% 517

Germany DE 231,580 3,471 1.50% 738

Ireland IE 187,753 2,618 1.39% 503

Italy IT 227,540 3,839 1.69% 812

Poland PL 267,968 3,871 1.44% 937

Portugal PT 236,065 3,845 1.63% 759

Russia RU 185,943 1,960 1.05% 458

Spain ES 249,472 3,562 1.43% 743

Turkey TR 216,321 3,707 1.71% 981

UK GB 219,301 3,708 1.69% 1,098

Latin America Argentina AR 203,680 4,051 1.99% 635

Brazil BR 167,650 3,830 2.28% 1,044

Colombia CO 181,446 4,097 2.26% 710

Mexico MX 135,096 3,808 2.82% 878

Middle East and 
North Africa

Egypt EG 141,667 4,092 2.89% 960

Israel IL 235,786 3,963 1.68% 1,089

North America Canada CA 192,927 3,227 1.67% 975

US US 2,786,822 35,360 1.27% 10,262

South Asia India IN 186,393 3,622 1.94% 1,060

Pakistan PK 151,036 4,142 2.74% 1,044

Sub-Saharan 
Africa

Ghana GH 165,289 4,087 2.47% 989

Kenya KE 94,686 4,164 4.40% 1,055

Nigeria NG 95,101 4,094 4.30% 1,347

South Africa ZA 136,592 4,144 3.03% 872

Total 8,669,837 139,907 1.61% 35,189

GLOBAL STATE OF SMALL BUSINESS REPORT -  SEPTEMBER 2021

47



TABLE 2: Country coverage across survey waves22 

Region Country or 
territory

Code May  
2020

October 
2020

February 
2021

July  
2021

East Asia and 
Pacific

Australia AU X X X X

Indonesia ID X X X X

Philippines PH X X X X

Taiwan TW X X X X

Vietnam VN X X X X

Europe Belgium BE X X X X

France FR X X X X

Germany DE X X X X

Ireland IE X X X

Italy IT X X X X

Poland PL X X X X

Portugal PT X X X X

Russia RU X X X X

Spain ES X X X X

Turkey TR X X X X

UK GB X X X X

Latin America Argentina AR X X X X

Brazil BR X X X X

Colombia CO X X X X

Mexico MX X X X X

Middle East and 
North Africa

Egypt EG X X X X

Israel IL X X X X

North America Canada CA X X X

US US X X X X

South Asia India IN X X X X

Pakistan PK X X X X

Sub-Saharan 
Africa

Ghana GH X X X

Kenya KE X X X

Nigeria NG X X X X

South Africa ZA X X X X
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TABLE 3: Summary statistics for the global sample

Type Summary statistics Split, across sample

Sector Agriculture 4%

Construction 7%

Hospitality 8%

Information and communications 
technology

10%

Logistics 3%

Manufacturing and utilities 2%

Other services 46%

Wholesale and retail 20%

Business size Fewer than 10 employees 85%

10 to 99 employees 13%

100 to 249 employees 2%

Gender Female 57%

Male 43%
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TABLE 4: Sample size, across US states

US Sample

State Eligible respondents State Eligible respondents

Alabama 171 Nebraska 74

Alaska 36 Nevada 123

Arizona 201 New Hampshire 63

Arkansas 123 New Jersey 187

California 751 New Mexico 60

Colorado 253 New York 406

Connecticut 101 North Carolina 336

Delaware 33 North Dakota 25

Florida 862 Ohio 373

Georgia 392 Oklahoma 181

Hawaii 33 Oregon 186

Idaho 85 Pennsylvania 400

Illinois 332 Rhode Island 17

Indiana 223 South Carolina 169

Iowa 104 South Dakota 41

Kansas 119 Tennessee 287

Kentucky 150 Texas 975

Louisiana 137 Utah 103

Maine 64 Vermont 24

Maryland 159 Virginia 236

Massachusetts 161 Washington 292

Michigan 324 Washington, DC 14

Minnesota 151 West Virginia 60

Mississippi 84 Wisconsin 205

Missouri 283 Wyoming 30

Montana 58

Total 10,257
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TABLE 5: Summary statistics for the US sample

Type Summary statistics Split, across sample

Sector Agriculture 3%

Construction 8%

Hospitality 7%

Information and communications 
technology

9%

Logistics 2%

Manufacturing and utilities 2%

Other services 52%

Wholesale and retail 17%

Business size Fewer than 10 employees 84%

10 to 99 employees 15%

100 to 249 employees 2%

Gender Female 46%

Male 54%

Race or ethnicity Asian 2%

Black 8%

Hispanic 8%

Middle Eastern or North African 1%

Native American 1%

Other 1%

Pacific Islander <1%

White 68%
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End Notes

1 The World Bank Government Effectiveness Index is used as a proxy for the quality of government and public services 
in a given country. See End Note 16 for additional explanation.

2 SMBs are defined within this report as businesses with fewer than 250 employees, in line with common definitions 
used by organisations such as the European Commission and World Bank Group. It is also recognised that the 
definitions of SMBs used across countries, regions and organisations may differ. For example, the European 
Commission classifies a small and medium-sized enterprise as an enterprise that employs fewer than 250 persons 
and has either an annual turnover not exceeding €50 million or an annual balance sheet total not exceeding  
€43 million. On the other hand, the International Finance Corporation uses thresholds of 300 employees, turnover 
of less than $15 million and total assets less than $15 million to define a micro-, small or medium-sized enterprise 
(MSME). To be classified as an MSME, businesses must meet 2 of these 3 criteria. These definitions are available at:  

• European Commission:  
ec.europa.eu/growth/smes/business-friendly-environment/sme-definition_en 

• International Finance Corporation:  
ieg.worldbankgroup.org/sites/default/files/Data/Evaluation/files/SME_Synthesis.pdf

3 The previous Global State of Small Business reports shared the results of surveys fielded in 2020 of SMBs, defined as 
businesses with fewer than 500 employees, in 6 waves between May and October 2020.

4 Closures are defined as respondents who indicated that their businesses were closed or not engaged in any revenue-
generating activities (nonoperational). This does not distinguish between SMBs that are permanently closed and 
those that are temporarily closed.

5 Survey data from previous waves was re-estimated to reflect the current sample of countries. For example, Canada, 
Ghana and Kenya were not present in the February 2021 survey, in addition to Ireland in October 2020, and are 
therefore not included within the average for this period. For an illustration of the coverage of countries across waves, 
see Table 2 in the Appendix.

6 SMBs from Canada were not included in the February 2021 survey and are thus not included in the North America 
statistics for February. 

7 The graph excludes India, Pakistan and Turkey because of insufficient respondents from women-led SMBs.

8 Minority-led SMBs are defined within this report as SMBs indicating that they had at least one non-White business 
leader. This includes business leaders who indicated they were Asian, Black, Hispanic, Middle Eastern, North African, 
Native American, Native Hawaiian, Pacific Islander, or another race or ethnicity. Note that it was not possible to 
present individual statistics for all racial or ethnic categories due to insufficient sample sizes.

9 Economic indicators, such as the Consumer Confidence Index made available by the OECD, show sharp declines in 
consumer confidence across OECD member countries in 2020. These countries have shown some recovery in 2021 
but remain below pre-COVID levels. Further details can be found at: data.oecd.org/leadind/consumer-confidence-
index-cci.htm.
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10 Operational SMBs were defined as businesses that indicated that they were not closed, or equivalently, open  
and engaging in revenue-generating activities. Businesses that were closed were excluded from responses from  
Section 02 onwards.

11 For estimates of the proportion of SMBs experiencing an increase or a drop in sales from the previous year, 
respondents indicating that they were unsure or were not in operation last year (i.e., in July 2020) were excluded.

12 The rate of vaccination was taken for each country where available at the start of July 2021 (or the closest available 
value in the week leading up to or after 1 July). Data was sourced from the publicly available Our World in Data 
Coronavirus (COVID-19) Vaccinations data set (Mathieu et al. 2021). Further details can be found at: ourworldindata.
org/covid-vaccinations.

13 Where survey respondents indicated that there were multiple business leaders, consisting of a minority racial or 
ethnic group and a White business leader, they were classified as ‘selecting more than one race or ethnicity’ when 
presenting individual racial categories. Survey responses from these business leaders are classified as minority-led 
SMBs, however, when comparing aggregate statistics for White- and minority-led SMBs.

14 Sales performance statistics are not presented for Asian-led SMBs due to insufficient sample sizes. However, these 
business leaders are included in the calculation of the minority-led SMB statistics.

15 For estimates of the proportion of SMBs reducing or increasing employment as a consequence of the COVID-19 
pandemic, respondents indicating that they were unsure were excluded.

16 The Government Effectiveness Index is used as a proxy for the quality of government and public services in a given 
country. This index is one of 6 aggregated measures produced by the World Governance Indicators project, aiming 
to capture the dimensions of governance across countries and territories (Kaufmann et al. 2010). The index is a 
subjective and perception-based measure, taking the view of respective households, businesses and experts to 
assess the perceived quality of public services, the quality of policymaking, the quality of civil service and its political 
independence, and the credibility of government. Further details can be found at: info.worldbank.org/governance/wgi.

17 Developing and developed country and territory classifications are based on the United Nations classifications. 
Further details can be found at: un.org/en/development/desa/policy/wesp/wesp_current/2014wesp_country_
classification.pdf.

18 This question was previously asked only in the February 2021 survey. It is therefore not possible to identify further 
trends over time.

19 This question was not asked in previous surveys. It is therefore not possible to identify trends over time.

20 Despite the proportion of SMBs reporting challenges, such as lack of demand and cash flow, increasing across most 
countries since February, it should be noted that the lower rates recorded in February may also be driven by the lack 
of survey data for countries such as Ghana and Kenya, which previously exhibited higher rates of SMBs reporting 
challenges.

21 Questions were asked of SMBs from a subset of countries and territories, including Australia, Belgium, Canada, 
France, Germany, Ireland, Italy, Israel, Poland, Portugal, Spain, Taiwan, the UK and the US.

22 Country coverage is defined by countries meeting the minimum reporting threshold of 100 respondents in a given 
survey wave. However, even when surveyed, countries may not be included in aggregate statistics for a given wave  
if respondents drop below the threshold for a given question.
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