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Virtual Collaboration Technology and International Business Coaching: 

Examining the Impact on Marketing Strategies and Sales 

 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

 

This paper studies the impact of international business coaching via virtual collaboration technology on the 

strategies and sales of emerging market entrepreneurs. It sheds light on three novel research questions: (1) 

What is the effect of virtual business coaching on firm sales? (2) What is the mechanism through which 

this effect occurs; specifically, does virtual coaching stimulate shifts in marketing strategy? (3) Do 

entrepreneurs benefit more from virtual coaching when they are less strategic in their decision-making? We 

conducted a randomized controlled field experiment with 930 entrepreneurs in Uganda to examine the 

impact of a virtual coaching intervention that connects management professionals in primarily advanced 

markets and entrepreneurs in emerging markets with the aim of improving business performance. The 

analysis finds a positive and significant main effect on firm sales – treatment entrepreneurs increase 

monthly sales by 27.6% on average. In addition, entrepreneurs who receive virtual coaching are 52.8% 

more likely to have shifted their marketing strategy in a new direction. Moreover, consistent with this 

mechanism of inducing strategic business changes, the results show that entrepreneurs who receive virtual 

coaching tend to do better when they (ex ante) lack strategic focus. These results have important 

implications for the development of marketing strategies by entrepreneurs and multinational managers, as 

well as for policymakers interested in improving the performance of small firms in emerging markets and 

beyond. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

While near impossible for a single firm to alter entire market trends, it can analyze customer needs, existing 

offerings and market conditions (i.e., the 3Cs of marketing) then adjust its strategic direction.1 Such changes 

in marketing strategy represent critical moments that can fuel growth or force failure. For instance, Wrigley 

was not always a gum manufacturer: as a door-to-door salesman of household cleaning products, Mr. 

Wrigley discovered people actually valued the free gum he offered during visits so he changed his focus to 

creating a new offering (chewing gums branded Spearmint and Juicy Fruit) that would meet this growing 

customer need.2 Or, consider that Twitter actually started as Odeo: after getting squeezed out as a podcast 

sharing network, Odeo decided to narrow its offering based on a side-project (a ‘group send’ sms app) and 

shifted its direction to become a status-updating micro blog called “twttr”.3 In another example of strategic 

marketing change, Starbucks broadened its offering by introducing brewed coffee (and an Italian coffee bar 

experience) alongside its espresso makers and coffee beans.4 And Nokia began as a Finnish paper mill, 

evolved into a rubber and electronics manufacturer, then eventually marketed only advanced offerings in 

the handset industry.5 A recent strategic shift in the mobile money space included the decision by Kenya’s 

M-Pesa to switch its target segment from microfinance borrowers to workers needing to send money home.6 

Further, Avon’s growth was fueled by changing its go-to-market strategy to a salesforce of ‘beauty reps’.7 

 

As these examples illustrate, studying a firm’s customers, offerings and markets then shifting strategic 

direction can create value for businesses regardless of size (multinational vs. start-up), sector (manufacturer 

vs. retailer), or location (advanced vs. emerging market). And in recent years, both marketing educators 

and practitioners have paid greater attention to such strategy or business model canvassing (see Osterwalder 

and Pigneur 2013). Indeed, scholars suggest that innovating or changing a firm’s business model (i.e., 

pivoting) can be a source of competitive advantage (Chesbrough 2010; Christensen 2001) and can lead to 

performance improvements (Cucculelli and Bettinelli 2015; Zott and Amit 2007). In the marketing 

literature, researchers have also proposed that the effectiveness of a firm’s marketing strategy is positively 

related to business performance (Boulding and Staelin 1995; Buzzell 2004; Day 1994; Moorman and Rust 

1999; Narver and Slater 1990). We refer to marketing strategy innovation as the process of analyzing and 

adjusting how some business model components are designed to create value for customers. 

 

 
1 In marketing strategy formulation, such an approach is often referred to as the “3Cs” framework of analyzing customers, the 

company and competition, then changing the firm’s strategic focus. 
2 https://daily.jstor.org/how-wrigley-chewed-its-way-to-gum-greatness/ 
3 https://www.businessinsider.com/how-twitter-was-founded-2011-4 
4 https://www.cnbc.com/2019/01/07/starbucks-cafes-coffee-business.html 
5 https://www.cnet.com/tech/mobile/nokia-is-150-from-paper-and-rubber-to-some-of-the-best-phones-ever/ 
6 https://www.bbc.com/news/business-38667475 
7 https://www.beautylish.com/a/vxquv/the-history-of-avon 
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The extant literature lacks a causal study that examines a way to stimulate marketing strategy innovation 

(i.e., strategic shifting) and to measure the impact of such an intervention on firm performance. Despite a 

long history of empirical research on marketing strategies, particularly studies using PIMS databases (refer 

to Buzzell 2004 for an overview), there has not been a data source that allows us to measure whether an 

intervention that is intended to induce strategic change (a) does so; and (b) affects firm performance. Our 

objectives in this study are twofold. First, we identify and implement an intervention that could encourage 

or induce firms to shift marketing strategies; and second, we use the current gold standard in measuring 

causal effects, a randomized controlled field experiment, to measure whether the intervention influences a 

specific measure of firm performance (i.e., sales). 

 

Initial case studies suggest that shifting a strategy or changing a business model (i.e., pivoting) may happen 

due to a variety of triggers such as learning new information (Kirtley and O’Mahony 2020), economic 

experimentation (Pillai, Goldfarb and Kirsch 2018), diversity in team composition (Leatherbee and Katila 

2018), or lawsuits from patent trolls (Chien 2012). Inducing such events in a randomized fashion, however, 

appears unlikely. On the other hand, business advisory services (such as those undertaken by McKinsey, 

Bain, etc.) are more likely to induce strategic changes. Yet the literature that has looked at these types of 

consulting interventions (e.g., Bloom et al. 2013; Bruhn et al. 2018) has focused on improving business 

tactics through a prescriptive approach where the interest is in understanding whether firms implement new 

functional activities (e.g., best practices in managing operations, recording finances, or conducting 

marketing).8 Such an intervention is also expensive to launch at scale. Alternatively, a related intervention 

is business coaching that involves the one-on-one interaction between a coach with business expertise and 

the leadership of a firm. Despite their fixture in start-up ecosystems like Silicon Valley, researchers have 

not explored the role played by coaches (e.g., advisors, board members) in questioning a firm’s strategy 

and triggering a change in business model components. Given the ubiquitous presence of management 

professionals the world over (Herrington 2010; Murray 2011), their proclivity for volunteering (Aguilera 

et al. 2007; Cihlar 2004), and the increasing trends of virtual collaboration and Internet connectivity around 

the globe (ITU 2018; Lund et al. 2021), we view volunteer-led ‘virtual business coaching’ as an intervention 

that could plausibly induce changes in business strategies (e.g., 3Cs of marketing). 

 

Given the previous discussion, a question that arises is: What are the contexts where we could study the 

causal impact of virtual business coaching on firm performance? Doing so in large businesses is infeasible 

for a variety of reasons – the need to have a large sample size; the professional nature of management in 

many of these enterprises and the associated agency issues; the absence of a focal person in the organization 

 
8 In the marketing literature, such tactics are often referred to as the “4Ps” in reference to product, price, place and promotions. 
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to receive the coaching; and the consequent difficulty in linking sales outcomes to the intervention. Thus, 

we focus on small firms that are run by founders or entrepreneurs. Though relevant for entrepreneurs 

globally, an intervention such as ours is likely to be particularly beneficial for those in emerging markets. 

Estimates suggest there are around 400 million small firms across Africa, Asia, and Latin America, where 

they make up about 60% of employment and 40% of the GDP.9 Thus, improvements in business outcomes 

provide a way for entrepreneurs, and the employees they lead, to enhance their lives. In addition, these 

markets represent future growth opportunities for many multinational companies (Leke et al. 2018). Their 

marketing managers, tasked with expansion into these distant (and diverse) markets, will need to develop 

on-the-ground knowledge and close connections with local businesses. 

 

Thus, to better understand marketing strategy innovation and its relationship with performance, we 

conducted a field experiment using a Skype-aided (i.e., virtual) coaching intervention that connects 

volunteer management professionals in primarily advanced markets and entrepreneurs in emerging markets 

to improve business outcomes. Our study addresses three novel research questions: (1) What is the effect 

of virtual business coaching on firm sales? (2) What is the mechanism through which this effect occurs; 

specifically, does virtual coaching stimulate shifts in marketing strategy? (3) Do entrepreneurs benefit more 

from virtual coaching when they are less strategic in their decision-making? These questions are not only 

of importance to an academic audience. Studying whether marketing interventions help (or hurt) small firms 

can offer valuable insights to entrepreneurs and marketing managers, as well as policymakers and investors. 

 

We implemented our field experiment with entrepreneurs in Uganda to identify the causal impact of virtual 

business coaching on strategies and sales. Given our objective of isolating changes in marketing strategies, 

we purposefully recruited more established firms already using a high number of business tactics (7.7 

verified practices per firm, on average).10 This sample of 930 small firms was randomly assigned into a 

control group that received no intervention (n = 400) and a treatment group that was offered virtual coaching 

(n = 530). This intervention involved management professionals delivering free, one-on-one business 

coaching via Skype videoconferencing, mobile calls, emails and messaging apps. During every two-week 

module, the entrepreneur virtually ‘met’ and interacted with her coach to analyze the business and consider 

various options and ways forward. 

 

Our analysis results in three key findings. First, there is a positive and significant main effect of virtual 

business coaching on firm performance, which holds across the distribution of sales gains (see Figure 1a). 

 
9 See: https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/smefinance. 
10 This equates to implementing 28.5% of all 27 verifiable practices measured across the operations, human resource, marketing, 

sales, finance and accounting functions of each firm. It also represents a substantial level of (ex ante) managerial capital considering 

that most business training programs are successful in increasing the use of just 1 in every 20 practices (McKenzie 2020, p.10).   
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Treatment firms increase monthly sales by 1.29 million Ugandan Shillings ($352 USD) during the two-

year study period.11 This represents a 27.6% improvement and is equivalent to the monthly salary of ~6 

employees or to ~3 months in rental costs for a small firm in our sample. Second, we find support for our 

proposed mechanism with impacts across different types of marketing strategy innovation (see Figure 1b). 

Overall, entrepreneurs who receive virtual coaching are 52.8% more likely to have shifted their marketing 

strategy in a new direction.12 In addition to analyzing and adjusting business model components, these 

strategic shifts also resulted in more customer value creation. And although the treatment does not increase 

business tactics (as expected), the evidence suggests performance improvements are greatest for firms that: 

(i) shift their marketing strategy; while (ii) maintaining a high number of business tactics. Third, the analysis 

shows entrepreneurs who receive virtual coaching tend to do better when they (ex ante) lack strategic focus. 

Consistent with our mechanism, which focuses on inducing strategic business changes, these kinds of ‘less 

strategic’ entrepreneurs achieve a 55.3% increase in monthly sales when offered the intervention. 

 

This paper aims to make contributions to the literature in marketing and its related areas in entrepreneurship 

and management. One, this paper’s focus on the causal impact of marketing strategy innovation established 

with the ‘gold standard’ of a randomized controlled trial represents a first in the field of marketing. In doing 

so, we: (i) operationalize and measure the marketing strategy innovation construct (via a new framework 

that categorizes different types of strategic shifts and outlines dimensions of analysis and adjustment); and 

(ii) exogenously stimulate marketing strategy innovation via our intervention and link it to performance 

(e.g., customer value, firm sales). Two, this paper also adds to research at the intersection of marketing and 

entrepreneurship. In recent years, the notion of pivoting or course correcting a business model has gained 

increasing attention in start-up ecosystems like Silicon Valley (Ries 2011). Yet work on this phenomenon 

has largely been broad (i.e., changes of an entire business model across all functions of a company), high-

level (i.e., vague descriptions or examples without any verifiable measures), and anecdotal (i.e., case studies 

on software development in a handful of high-tech companies). By contrast, our definition of marketing 

strategy innovation focuses specifically on the subset of business model components related to redesigning 

a firm’s value proposition: customers (who is buying); the company offering (what are they buying); and 

competition (why are they buying). We then empirically examine such shifts in marketing strategy through 

a causal study involving hundreds of firms over multiple years. To this end, the paper provides new insights 

that can be applied to business model design in entrepreneurship (e.g., Osterwalder and Pigneur 2013). 

Three, we advance knowledge in marketing and management by offering initial evidence on the efficacy 

 
11 For interpreting effects, we use the currency conversion rate on 31st October 2017 (as per www.xe.com) which represents the 

midpoint of our endline surveying period: 1.00 USD = 3,656 UGX (Ugandan Shillings). 
12 Strategies and tactics were measured at the same time (during the midline survey round). And, as expected, there were no 

significant effects of virtual coaching on increases in tactical business practices. Section 6.4 provides further details. 

http://www.xe.com/
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of virtual collaboration technology. This is the first firm-level experiment to incorporate a virtual interaction 

approach that connects business professionals across markets to work together on improving firm outcomes. 

Understanding the link between remote working relationships and productivity is critical for a post Covid-

19 world where virtual collaboration tools (e.g., Skype, Zoom, Slack) are indispensable in business (Lund 

et al. 2021; Newman 2020), while at the same time 3.8 billion individuals use mobile internet devices to 

access knowledge, products and other people (Bahia and Delaporte 2020). Our study demonstrates that 

strategic changes and performance gains are possible with virtual collaboration technology. 

 

This paper also contributes to the development economics literature. First, the work on small firm growth 

has primarily focused on business practices or tactics as a theoretical mechanism (Bloom and Van Reenen 

2007; McKenzie and Woodruff 2017). Our study provides empirical evidence on an additional channel for 

increasing firm performance: marketing strategy innovation. In fact, our analysis suggests that although 

business tactics and strategies are distinct constructs, they can be complementary: doing both well – shifting 

marketing strategy and implementing more business tactics – is associated with greater sales improvements. 

Second, within this research area, most studies focus on business characteristics (e.g., size, sector) when 

examining heterogeneous treatment effects. And if individual characteristics are used for explaining 

variation in outcomes, it has largely been with a single ‘demographic’ variable (e.g., age, gender). Such 

analysis also tends to be ex post in nature as a way of exploring when, or for whom, a particular intervention 

is more effective. By contrast, we study heterogeneous effects using multiple ‘psychological’ variables that 

were designed a priori into a customized module of the baseline. These entrepreneur-level measures were 

combined to construct one overarching strategic focus composite which, in turn, allowed us to conduct 

interaction tests aligned with our theoretical mechanism of interest (i.e., changes in marketing strategy). 

Third, to the best of our knowledge, this is the first time that ‘international business coaching’ has been 

rigorously studied and its causal impact on firm sales empirically examined. The burgeoning literature on 

small firm growth has typically used in-person and on-the-ground interventions involving local services 

(e.g., training or consulting) as way to increase business performance. As an alternative, our study leverages 

a new approach that relies on management professionals from outside the country who volunteer to 

remotely coach local entrepreneurs. It is not only effective at enhancing firm performance, but also scalable 

given its financial and logistical feasibility. Thus, international business coaching (via virtual collaboration 

technology) gives policymakers another tool for assisting entrepreneurs that can supplement the traditional 

support services offered already (e.g., training, loans, grants) and improve access to managerial capital. 

 

The rest of the paper proceeds as follows. Section 2 develops hypotheses on virtual business coaching and 

marketing strategy innovation. Next, Section 3 discusses the intervention, while Section 4 describes the 

experimental design. Sections 5 and 6 present analyses and results. And lastly, Section 7 concludes. 
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2. VIRTUAL BUSINESS COACHING AND MARKETING STRATEGY INNOVATION 

 

Scholars agree that substantial growth can occur when entrepreneur-led ventures increase sales and expand 

(Drucker 1985; Schumpeter 1934). However, the reality is that few small firms manage to grow and scale-

up, especially in emerging markets (Schoar 2010; Hsieh and Klenow 2014). In addition to studies on the 

impact of financial capital (e.g., loans, grants), researchers have also examined the role of managerial capital 

in growing firms through greater use of business tactics or practices. The majority of this work has focused 

on improving access to an in-person training course or a face-to-face consulting service. And while a 

handful of interventions in this space have been successful, most have shown mixed results (McKenzie and 

Woodruff 2013). Thus, opportunities exist to improve on, as well as supplement, traditional business skills 

programs that rely primarily on in-person delivery (Woodruff 2018). In that regard, by using a different 

kind of intervention – one that can potentially engender strategic thinking about the business, rather than 

encourage tactical implementing of practices – we offer ‘virtual business coaching’ as one possible option. 

 

Prior research has not examined the performance effects of an international business coaching intervention 

where remote professional interactions are facilitated across countries through virtual collaboration 

technology. On the one hand, training programs (e.g., Anderson et al. 2018; Campos et al. 2017) typically: 

involve samples of micro firms led by subsistence entrepreneurs13; focus on owner-level education and 

building internally developed skills (with execution of tactical business practices); and provide standardized 

materials through one-to-many local interactions (i.e., instructor in a classroom). On the other hand, 

consulting programs (e.g., Bloom et al. 2013; Bruhn et al. 2018) generally: involve samples of medium and 

large firms led by experienced managers; focus on organization-level assessment and accessing externally 

sourced skills (with adherence to a checklist of best practices or tactics); and provide customized materials 

through one-to-one local interactions (i.e., consultant at firm’s business premises). In contrast, our coaching 

intervention: caters to small firms led by growth-oriented entrepreneurs; focuses on market-level analysis 

(e.g., customer, company, competition) that can potentially induce adjustments in strategy (instead of 

concentrating only on tactical changes); and provides marketplace application through one-to-one virtual 

interactions (i.e., remote coach via Skype videoconferencing and mobile calls). 

 

Despite the importance of noting these differences in managerial capital interventions, however, such 

characterizations can be overly simplistic and context specific. A more extensive review of this literature 

is outlined in McKenzie (2020). In particular, Bruhn et al. (2018) is the paper closest in spirit to our study. 

 
13 The term micro is often used to describe less formal enterprises with zero or only a handful of workers (most of whom are unpaid 

family members). And the term subsistence typically refers to owners who run a business without a physical structure (e.g., on the 

roadside, in a makeshift market, etc.) and do so just to survive or secure food (i.e., their primary objective is not business growth). 
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They focus on in-person consulting services and tactical-level changes in business practices – and do so 

with larger firms in a middle-income country. We focus on ‘virtual business coaching’ as an intervention 

and strategic-level changes in business model components as a mechanism – and run our study with smaller 

firms in a low-income country. In addition, a recent paper by Anderson et al. (2021) examines how 

volunteer ‘marketers’ help Ugandan entrepreneurs to grow their businesses. That paper leverages the same 

field study’s recruitment and data collection process as our paper, but there are critical differences in the 

research questions, experimental design, outcome measures, datasets, and analysis of heterogeneous 

treatment effects. Appendix 1 provides a detailed comparison of these two studies and our study. 

 

2.1. Virtual Business Coaching and Firm Sales 

Given the inherent distinctions between ‘virtual business coaching’ and the small firm growth interventions 

studied to date, we expect that making new business connections in this manner will lead to positive 

outcomes. First, our coaching approach was designed to increase the overall strength of the intervention. 

Firm-level interventions can fail for a variety of reasons (see McKenzie and Woodruff 2013). One issue is 

that sample sizes are small and consist mainly of subsistence entrepreneurs. We recruit a sample of nearly 

one thousand entrepreneurs and use multiple screening steps to ensure they are growth-oriented and running 

more established firms that already implement several business tactics. Two, interventions have historically 

used approaches that are not practical and content that is too theoretical (Woodruff 2018). We do not 

prescribe a rigid schedule or any predefined materials. Instead the coach-entrepreneur interactions happen 

organically as they apply changes in response to the firm’s unique product, customer and market conditions. 

Three, past interventions may be weak overall because they involve only a few sessions and cannot be 

easily accessed given mobility barriers. We allow coaching projects to last up to six months (with most in 

the range of 6 to 10 weeks) and each module includes a business/marketplace assignment, frequent 

interactions with a coach (via Skype, mobile calls, email and messaging apps), and regular check-ins by a 

client relations manager (who helps facilitate the coach-entrepreneur connection). 

 

Taken together, a more intense coaching intervention – with opportunities for ongoing customization, 

feedback, and adjustment – can improve the chances for making lasting business changes that increase 

performance. Moreover, recent work also shows interfirm relationships (e.g., between two or more business 

owners) can be effective in improving firm practices and performance (Cai and Szeidl 2018; Fafchamps 

and Quinn 2018). Such peer-based interactions are particularly useful when an entrepreneur is paired with 

higher-quality peers (Brooks et al. 2018). While these studies mainly focus on skills and information 

transmission, they suggest that professional business interactions can induce positive changes. Similarly, 

we expect that connecting an emerging market entrepreneur with a more senior and experienced 
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management professional from a different country can result in performance improvements. Following this 

line of reasoning, we propose our first hypothesis. 

 
H1:  Entrepreneurs who receive virtual business coaching will increase firm sales more than 

entrepreneurs who do not receive such coaching. 

 

2.2. Marketing Strategy Innovation 

In terms of mechanism, there are at least two routes through which virtual coaching may influence firm 

sales. The first is the more traditional route examined in prior research that focuses predominantly on 

improving business tactics or practices (see Bloom et al. 2013; McKenzie and Woodruff 2013, 2017). Given 

the expertise and experiences of our international coaches, we expect some skills transfer of this kind to 

inevitably occur. Nevertheless, we recognize that given a virtual coach’s lack of contextual knowledge of 

the entrepreneur’s business, it is difficult to effectively train someone on the other side of the world via 

email, phone, and Skype. For instance, a remotely located coach cannot directly change a particular practice 

inside the business (e.g., pricing, promotions, product placement) or increase a specific ability of the 

entrepreneur (e.g., numeracy, literacy, etc.). Instead, a second route for influencing firm sales is via changes 

in marketing strategy (or strategic shifts). When interacting one-to-one the coach is more likely to be 

successful in getting the entrepreneur to analyze customers, the company’s offering, and competition so 

together they can better understand the business model and challenges to sales growth. Moreover, the one-

on-one exchanges allow the coach to be a regular sounding board and give customized feedback that 

supports the entrepreneur in adjusting business model components related to the firm’s value proposition. 

 

Strategic Shifting. Like a Silicon Valley entrepreneur, an emerging market entrepreneur can examine the 

3Cs of marketing (customers, company, competition) then shift strategic directions in a way that creates 

value for customers – and also the firm via greater sales. However, the impetus for starting down this path 

is not likely to come from a miraculous light bulb moment. Instead, it is more likely that an outside ‘trigger’ 

induces the entrepreneur to question her current business model, analyze its components, and identify 

optimal strategic adjustments (Chien 2012; Kirtley and O’Mahony 2020; Leatherbee and Katila 2018; Pillai 

et al. 2018). Skyping with an international business coach represents one such trigger for emerging market 

entrepreneurs, especially given the prevalence of geographic and social mobility constraints. 

 

Thus, we hypothesize that virtual business coaching is less likely to prompt additional marketing tactics 

(or practices) but more likely to effect changes in marketing strategy which, in turn, can influence the nature 

of business practices the firm undertakes. We fully recognize that distinguishing between strategic and 

tactical changes is not a trivial task and can be viewed as a subjective judgement. Nevertheless, for our 

purposes here, we believe it is important to distinguish between these two kinds of change given the unique 
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nature of the ‘virtual business coaching’ intervention we study. While operational definitions of what 

constitutes a tactic or practice are available in the literature (see Bloom et al. 2013; Campos et al. 2017; 

McKenzie and Woodruff 2013, 2017), a corresponding operationalization for changes that are more 

strategic in nature is not readily available. Thus, following the recent management literature on business 

models and pivoting (e.g., Foss and Saebi 2016; Osterwalder and Pigneur 2013; Ries 2011; Teece 2010; 

Zott and Amit 2007), we define marketing strategy innovation (or strategic shifting) as the process of 

analyzing and adjusting how some business model components are designed to create value for customers. 

 

As outlined in our conceptual framework (see Appendix 2), we propose two necessary conditions for a 

business change to qualify as a marketing strategy innovation. First, there must be a systematic ‘analysis’ 

of the subset of business model components related to the firm’s value proposition: (i) customers and 

segmentation (who is buying: e.g., needs/problems to be addressed, characteristics of target market, 

preferences, market sizing); (ii) the company and targeting (what are they buying: e.g., product/service 

offering, benefits or solutions to be provided, product economics, firm resources); and (iii) competition and 

positioning (why are they buying: e.g., advantages over alternatives, performance or attractiveness versus 

other players, promises, defensibility). Second, there must also be an intentional ‘adjustment’ in where the 

firm directs its focus as components of the current business model get modified: (i) stopping (i.e., quit 

focusing on previous components in a purposeful attempt to change the value proposition); (ii) starting 

(i.e., begin focusing on new components in ways that lead to a different value proposition); and (iii) 

spending (i.e., allocate time, money or people resources while redesigning the value proposition). Not all 

strategic changes will necessarily reflect these dimensions to the same extent. However, collectively they 

represent what, we believe, a shift in marketing strategy entails.14 

 

The academic literature has also proposed that firm performance can be linked to adjustments in the 

business model components if these strategic marketing changes lead to new sources of competitive 

advantage (Chesbrough 2010; Christensen 2001). In the management literature, it has been suggested that 

innovating a business model or its components can positively influence the performance of entrepreneurial 

and established firms, including increases in new product sales, market expansion and profitability 

(Cucculelli and Bettinelli 2015; Zott and Amit 2007). Moreover, primarily through analysis of manager 

surveys and secondary datasets, marketing researchers have also proposed a positive relationship exists 

between the effectiveness of a firm’s marketing strategy (or marketing function) and its performance, 

including improvements in metrics related to customers, pricing, sales, profitability and market share (see 

 
14 Given there has not yet been an empirical paper on marketing strategy innovation, we have not only created a novel conceptual 

framework (see Appendix 2) but also built a new operational measurement approach for examining strategic marketing shifts (refer 

to Section 6.1 for details). 
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for example: Boulding and Staelin 1995; Buzzell 2004; Day 1994; Moorman and Rust 1999; Narver and 

Slater 1990). Based on this and the preceding logic, we provide the following hypothesis.15 

 
H2a:  Entrepreneurs who receive virtual business coaching are more likely to shift their marketing 

strategies than entrepreneurs who do not receive such coaching. 

 

Customer Value. Next, for a change in marketing strategy to translate into performance improvements (e.g., 

higher sales), such a change should result in the entrepreneur providing greater value to her customers. As 

noted above, an international business coach may bring a broader scope of attention and focus on a wider 

set of activities (Chattopadhyay et al. 2001), so through regular interactions the entrepreneur gets nudged 

to look at her offering or market context from a different viewpoint. Also, the business coach likely has a 

general sense that ‘more is out there’ (given prior professional experiences) and, in turn, will reject the 

status-quo and encourage the entrepreneur to obtain more information – for example, by going out and 

talking to customers to better understand their needs or seeing what competitors are offering (Day 1994). 

Importantly however, the coach has likely been exposed to a myriad of business sectors and customer 

solutions that provide mental models of ‘how things are done elsewhere’ (Aarts and Dijksterhuis 2000). 

Consequently, the coach may be well positioned to support the entrepreneur in examining customer insights 

and figuring out what else she could do with the materials, equipment, and skills she already has to redesign 

the company’s value proposition. Such strategic changes may increase customer satisfaction or improve 

how their needs are met, which can also benefit the firm (e.g., via greater loyalty, higher willingness-to-

pay, more positive word-of-mouth). In sum, a strategic marketing shift can enhance firm performance by 

enabling entrepreneurs to provide more value to their customers. We reflect this in our next hypothesis. 

 
H2b:  Entrepreneurs who receive virtual business coaching will create greater customer value than 

entrepreneurs who do not receive such coaching. 

 

Strategic Focus. Not all entrepreneurs will do equally well from receiving virtual business coaching. We 

expect variation in returns to this intervention. Our proposed mechanism predicts that virtual coaching will 

lead to increases in firm sales by stimulating greater marketing strategy innovation. These shifts require 

making strategic changes in the business and, thus, we expect entrepreneurs who tend to be ‘less strategic’ 

 
15 For the reasons noted, we did not a priori expect our virtual coaching intervention to significantly increase the number of practices 

or marketing tactics (e.g., 4Ps) implemented by firms in our treatment group (relative to those in the control group). As argued, we 

expect the theoretical mechanism to operate through changes in marketing strategy (e.g., 3Cs). We also acknowledge that, in the 

end, any strategic shift must eventually be implemented using the tactical levers a firm can pull – which would invariably include 

elements of the marketing mix such as product, pricing, placement and promotional activities. Thus, while both firms receiving 

and not receiving our treatment must resort to changing at least some elements of the marketing mix to bring about positive changes 

in performance, we only expect the underlying motivation for making such changes (strategic versus tactical) to differ between the 

two groups. We do not expect any difference between experimental groups regarding a change in the total number of tactical 

practices implemented. However, by rigorously measuring both, the observed implementation of tactical practices (e.g., marketing 

mix) can not only get distinguished from, but also linked to, observed changes in strategic shifts (e.g., marketing strategies). 
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in their decision-making approaches to benefit more from virtual coaching. Interacting with an experienced 

management professional from a different market context can help such entrepreneurs to overcome deficits 

in their strategic focus. For instance, the coach can help the entrepreneur take a more forward-looking view 

that considers implications and outcomes in the future, as well as encourages better planning of activities 

and resources (Frederick et al. 2002). Having a range of professional experiences also reduces biased 

judgments that occur from relying only on easily available information (Tversky and Kahneman 1974), and 

so the coach could push the entrepreneur to be systematic when conducting market research and analyzing 

the 3Cs. In addition, through diverse interactions with a coach from a different context and culture, the 

entrepreneur may enhance her capacity for creative problem-solving and making novel associations (Leung 

et al. 2008; Simon 1985) which helps spur adjustments in the business. Overall, with its focus on making 

strategic changes, we expect virtual coaching to be more useful for entrepreneurs who tend to be less 

strategic to begin with. This is reflected in our final hypothesis below. 

 
H2c:  Entrepreneurs who receive virtual business coaching will increase firm sales to a greater 

extent when these entrepreneurs (ex ante) lack ‘strategic focus’. 

 

3. INTERVENTION 

 

Lessons from prior work on small firm growth suggest it is critical the intervention be both intense (e.g., 

longer duration, higher frequency, focused on a small set of key concepts/changes) and practical (e.g., tools 

relevant to the context, exercises that encourage implementation, repeated application to one’s business; 

see McKenzie and Woodruff 2013, 2017). Our intervention included several months of high-quality virtual 

coaching from volunteer management professionals across markets (see Appendix 3 for an overview). 

 

3.1. Intervention Description 

Coaches. Our partner, Grow Movement, recruited 530 management professionals from over 50 countries 

to be coaches for our study sample.16 The coach could be an MBA graduate in Chicago, or a management 

consultant in London, or a startup veteran in San Francisco – all with valuable knowledge and a desire to 

help emerging market entrepreneurs succeed. Grow’s volunteer coaches typically have: (i) a minimum of 

five years’ commercial experience post-college; (ii) experience in improving business performance through 

running their own firm, working in a corporate environment, management consulting, or working with 

small businesses; (iii) a professional qualification (e.g., MBA, CA/CPA, JD); and (iv) experience mentoring 

or coaching (or possibly time spent working in Africa). Coaches were recruited between March and July 

2015 from sources such as referrals from past coaches (26%), business school students and alumni (22%), 

 
16 Coaches were randomly assigned (by the research team), so there was no self-selection in the matching of coaches and firms. 
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professional bodies and associations (17%), volunteering websites and platforms (10%), and social media 

(9%). Coaches applied through Grow’s website. Applications were then screened by Grow staff and 

trustees, and candidates were interviewed prior to being accepted (or not) onto the program. This interview 

also doubled as a briefing whereby potential coaches were given more information about the logistics of 

the program and advice on the cultural and business context of small-scale entrepreneurs in Uganda. 

 

Client Relations Managers (CRMs). As part of Grow’s implementation protocol, every project between an 

international coach and a Ugandan entrepreneur (client), was supported by a local CRM responsible for 

ensuring each coach-entrepreneur relationship progressed. Ten CRMs (recruited and managed by one 

Ugandan Team Leader) were added in May 2015 to boost the capacity of Grow Uganda’s existing CRM 

team for the duration of the study intervention. The team underwent a two-week training to: introduce them 

to Grow’s mission, vision and modus operandi; explain the intervention’s goals and timelines; outline 

guidelines for how best to manage projects; and provide practical training in effectively writing emails and 

managing coaches. CRMs were then stationed at one of five Internet cafes around Kampala, where Grow 

hired some dedicated computer stations and cubicles for their entrepreneur clients to use. These Internet 

cafes acted as temporary “field offices” and provided a reasonably private working environment.17 

 

Compliance. Once the coach-entrepreneur assignments had been made (August 2015), the CRMs sent 

introductory emails to all ‘their’ coaches (around 50 each) to welcome them to the program and explain 

their support role. These emails were also scripted to ensure consistency and accuracy in communication 

with coaches. Coaches were responsible for getting in touch with their entrepreneurs to introduce 

themselves and schedule the first meeting. They then informed the CRM of the date of this meeting. CRMs 

were required to host the first meeting between the coach and entrepreneur via Skype videoconferencing, 

preferably at the entrepreneur’s business location to allow the coach to see the business. For this purpose, 

CRMs were equipped with project computers and Internet dongles, and provided with monthly data 

allowances. In addition, CRMs were required to facilitate the second or third module, to ensure that every 

project had completed the first stage of problem identification and goal-setting (Stage A Compliance). 

CRMs would also facilitate two to three modules in the second stage to encourage entrepreneurs to achieve 

project goals (Stage B Compliance). The CRMs tracked the progress of their coach-entrepreneur projects 

using a Tracker Sheet (which was also monitored weekly by the team leader and senior manager). CRMs 

would enter module timelines and milestones into their own calendars with a reminder to follow up with 

coaches (via email) and entrepreneurs (via phone calls) two days before each module’s scheduled 

completion date. Once a module was completed, coaches were responsible for updating the partner’s project 

 
17 CRMs were not aware of the experiment or research hypotheses and, thus, were unlikely to have influenced the study. 
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management system with notes on what was discussed during the module, whether assignments had been 

set/completed, and the next module completion date. To ensure projects remained on track, CRMs regularly 

contacted entrepreneurs and coaches via calls, emails and short messages (e.g., SMS or WhatsApp). 

 

Content. Over a period of six months, each entrepreneur interacted one-on-one with her coach via Skype 

videoconferencing, mobile calls, emails and messaging apps to make choices and changes for the business. 

The content of the program was not prescriptive. The coach had discretion to guide the project and tailor 

the topics, assignments and activities to the specific context and challenges faced by the entrepreneur. In 

Stage A (modules 1-2), the coaches would typically be expected to support the entrepreneur in 

understanding the business model, analyzing the value proposition, identifying impediments to sales 

growth, and setting goals. In Stage B (modules 3-12), the coach and entrepreneur collaborated to complete 

assignments, review strategies, and make adjustments to take advantage of opportunities. These coaches 

were likely to provide a different viewpoint about the firm’s offering and market context based on their 

understanding of the entrepreneur’s business and their own experiences. Web Appendix 1 provides 

examples of two coaching projects. The coaching interactions appear to stimulate an entrepreneur to start 

focusing on ‘value’ and ways to shift strategies that create more value for customers. And while a shift 

might not occur immediately, the examples show how ongoing analysis and feedback during initial modules 

lays the foundation for future adjustments that could potentially lead to a strategic marketing shift. 

 

3.2. Intervention Strength 

Quantity. As shown in Web Appendix 2a, adoption of the intervention was fairly high, with 88% of those 

offered coaching actually completing at least 1 of 12 modules (as a comparison, Bruhn et al. 2018 had a 

take-up rate of 53%). This take-up hurdle was nontrivial. It required the entrepreneur to coordinate 

schedules with a CRM, commit to a date/time for two-plus hours of initial coaching, attend a one-on-one 

Skype videoconference call with an international management professional (all in a second language, 

English), and then complete follow-up exercises and additional coaching calls during the subsequent two 

weeks. In terms of compliance, 71% of treatment firms completed at least 2 modules or roughly 4 weeks 

of the intervention. Our coaching partner refers to this as Stage A, which involves understanding the 

business model, analyzing the value proposition, identifying sales growth challenges, and setting goals for 

changes to be made through the project. In addition, the completion of 5 modules (approximately 10 weeks 

of coaching) is a major milestone given that multiple field-based ‘marketplace’ assignments and business 

model adjustments could have been completed by this juncture. The Stage B milestone was reached by 50% 

of our treatment group firms. And for those entrepreneurs who did not complete at least 5 modules, the 

reasons for non-compliance ranged from firm failure and time constraints, to personal tragedies and 

program issues (see Web Appendix 2b). Across all participants who adopted the program, there was also 
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an average of 8.5 live interactions (via Skype and mobile calls) reported between entrepreneurs and coaches 

during each project. Overall, this virtual coaching intervention appears to represent a fairly intense option 

for encouraging business changes in small emerging market firms. 

 

Quality. In addition to the high quantity of coaching exposure, the intervention quality was also high. 

Evaluations of the coaching intervention were quite positive from both CRMs overseeing the program and 

entrepreneurs participating in it. First, using a 1-7 scale (strongly disagree to strongly agree), the client 

managers rated entrepreneur performance above 5 on all factors (see Web Appendix 3a): attendance, 

commitment, application, assignments, and independence (average of 5.6). They also assessed coaches to 

be of high quality, scoring them above 6 on all criteria: attendance, relevance, effectiveness, understanding, 

and completion (average of 6.4). Second, the feedback provided by entrepreneurs lends further support to 

the strength of this intervention (see Web Appendix 3b). The average score across ten evaluation questions 

was 6.1 (out of 7). These coaching participants were highly satisfied, increased their confidence, and would 

recommend the program to others. They also found the concepts to be relevant, tasks to be applicable to 

their business, and interactions with coaches to be enjoyable. Importantly, entrepreneurs believed the 

coaching intervention helped their business and assisted them in changing their strategies. 

 

In sum, Web Appendices 2 and 3 show that the completion and evaluation of our virtual business coaching 

intervention were high. This suggests the intervention is strong enough to stimulate changes in firms. 

 

3.3. Intervention Checks 

In addition, we conduct checks to rule out systematic differences in how the intervention was implemented. 

Within the treatment group, roughly half of the firms (n = 265) completed ~10 weeks of the coaching 

intervention (i.e., Stage B compliance). We refer to these firms as being ‘treated’ and the remaining firms 

in the treatment group that did not fully comply as being ‘non-treated’. We begin by running multiple tests 

that confirm uniformity in the handling of treated and non-treated firms based on: geographic markets (Web 

Appendix 4a); industry sub-sectors (Web Appendix 4b); and intervention characteristics (Web Appendix 

4c). Next, evidence from a series of comparability checks suggests that our virtual coaching intervention 

was implemented at a similar level of quality across firms with respect to: entrepreneur quality (Web 

Appendix 5a); intervention quality (Web Appendix 5b); and coach quality (Web Appendix 5c, Web 

Appendix 5d). Finally, our spillover analysis concludes that intervention spillovers and interference: were 

not plausible on a large scale given the physical distances separating firms (Web Appendix 6a); did not 

materially influence the intervention activities of treatment firms (Web Appendix 6b); and did not 

significantly affect the investment activities of control firms (Web Appendix 6c). 
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4. EXPERIMENTAL DESIGN 

 

Empirically examining marketing strategy innovation is difficult to do with secondary data and a backward-

looking research design. First, there are no available databases for accessing details on whether and how a 

large sample of firms changes their marketing strategies, as well as for measuring dimensions of these shifts 

and linking them to firm performance. Second, even if it existed, such data would likely be historical and 

descriptive in nature, thus inferences are more correlational than causal. Several factors would bias our 

efforts to identify the effect of ‘virtual business coaching’ on firm strategies and sales, including: omitted 

variables (e.g., unobserved entrepreneur and firm characteristics could be driving changes in performance), 

self-selection (the choice to engage in coaching might be influenced by reasons unknown to the researcher), 

or reverse causality (e.g., higher sales may be required first so that an entrepreneur has the size to attract a 

coach). To address these empirical issues, we conducted a field experiment in which 930 small firms were 

randomly assigned to a treatment group (n = 530) or control group (n = 400), then tracked for 24 months.18 

 

4.1. Pre-Randomization: Timeline 

Appendix 4a outlines the study timeline, including survey rounds and sample sizes. As shown, we 

implemented two rounds of data collection prior to randomization (i.e., recruiting and baseline surveys).19 

All surveys were conducted at the entrepreneur’s business location by an independent enumerator – as well 

as an unannounced auditor when additional verification was required. The recruiting survey contained 

questions on entrepreneur and business characteristics to be used for constructing the screening scorecard 

and/or for including as controls in the main analysis. The baseline survey also contained some business 

background questions, but mainly focused on gathering financial data (for triangulating on the monthly 

sales estimate), as well as sections for measuring the entrepreneur’s pre-intervention level of strategic focus. 

 

4.2. Sample Recruitment 

Given that large and representative listings of entrepreneurs rarely exist (e.g., via government or secondary 

sources), we obtained our study sample through four steps. In step one (January to March 2015), a team of 

 
18 These group sizes were chosen based on the authors’ a priori power calculations as shown in Web Appendix 7 (~250 firms per 

group minimum at endline post-attrition) and the partner’s need to include 1,000 firms (~600 beneficiaries to be treated and ~400 

control firms). The partner marketed this project under the “#Grow600” tagline but was only able to secure 530 coaches by the 

launch deadline (hence only 530 firms could be treated). Random assignment happened after the partner confirmed this total. 

Notably, this resulted in a reasonably ‘powered’ study design for at least three reasons. One, our sample size is fairly large when 

considering other studies on small firm growth in these contexts (McKenzie and Woodruff 2013). Two, as described in Sections 

3.1 and 3.2, our intervention is sufficiently strong in terms of its design, compliance rates and implementation (McKenzie 2020). 

Three, we obtain less noisy estimates of our dependent variable by measuring sales four ways through an electronic triangulation 

and iteration technique, as well as winsorizing values to reduce the influence of outliers (Anderson, Lazicky and Zia 2021). 
19 Data collection was conducted by Innovations for Poverty Action (IPA) but done so using an electronic survey tool designed by 

one of the authors. We used the SurveyCTO system to implement our field surveys and store all data. In addition to training and 

managing the field team, IPA research managers were also responsible for ensuring high quality data were obtained. 
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fifteen enumerators went door-to-door to roughly 20,000 small firms across greater Kampala, Uganda. 

Enumerators systematically covered all “business hot spots” where small firms were known to operate 

from. Next, they approached any small firm operating out of a physical structure (e.g., shipping container, 

brick-and-mortar building) and asked to speak to the business owner (i.e., main decision-maker). The owner 

entrepreneurs were informed about the intervention – an international business coaching program – and 

given a brochure with details. If their English skills were deemed good enough to converse with a coach, 

they were invited to apply by completing a thirty-minute recruiting survey conducted by the enumerator. A 

total of 4,043 recruiting surveys were completed through this step.20 Given our broad and methodical 

recruitment approach, we believe this sampling frame is reasonably representative of more established 

small firms in urban Uganda (and not micro subsistence enterprises) – as the entrepreneurs were motivated 

to complete a survey, expressed interest in a business support program, operated out of a physical structure, 

and could converse in English. Web Appendix 8 displays the locations of firms in the sampling frame. 

 

In step two (April 2015), nine factors from the recruiting survey were used to build a ‘screening scorecard’ 

composite: endowment (startup capital invested); established (location structure and duration); employee 

(regular and paid worker); effectiveness (organized with internal affairs); experimentation (starts new 

activities or innovations); education (formal schooling and business programs); experience (prior salaried 

company job); exposure (visited other countries); and external (aware of other players in ecosystem). A 

scorecard approach was implemented, whereby each factor was allocated a certain number of points (e.g., 

5-15 points per factor). The overall score ranges from 0 to 100 points. This composite was computed for 

all 4,043 firms in our sampling frame. Those with a higher screening score (at least 51 points) proceeded.21 

 

In step three (May to June 2015), a baseline survey was implemented. The 1,522 higher scoring, growth-

oriented entrepreneurs were contacted to advance in the process. They were told a member of our field team 

would need to complete a business site visit and 90-minute audit of their activities (i.e., baseline survey). 

A total of 1,254 baseline surveys were completed with these entrepreneurs continuing to the next stage. 

 

In step four (July to August 2015), the qualifying 1,254 entrepreneurs were invited to a registration meeting 

with their CRM to learn more about the coaching program and complete extra forms. Our partner conducted 

these ‘gating interviews’ at five satellite offices across greater Kampala. This hurdle was also used as a 

final test of suitability and commitment to participate. During the registration step, attendees were told that 

 
20 As noted previously, our recruitment process was the same as in the study by Anderson et al. (2021). Despite many key 

differences between that paper and ours (e.g., research questions, experimental design, measurement, analyses, results), we include 

similar descriptions of any pertinent research steps to be comprehensive and transparent. 
21 As designed, firms in the Higher Screening Score group (n = 1,522) differed from firms in the Lower Screening Score group (n 

= 2,521) on screening, business, and entrepreneur characteristics (refer to Web Appendix 9). 



17 

due to popular demand there were more people interested in the program than there were available spots 

this year, so a lottery would determine who gets the coaching now versus in the future. This helped to 

maintain commitment during the study and minimize attrition from the control group. The partner passed 

about 75% of them. In the end, after multiple screening steps, our sample included 930 growth-oriented 

entrepreneurs running more established small firms in Uganda (see Web Appendix 8 for locations).22 

 

4.3. Description of Study Sample 

Appendix 5 displays summary statistics in column (1) for describing our full sample at baseline (n = 930 

firms). The complete set of entrepreneur and business characteristics (used as controls in the main analysis) 

are included. In terms of entrepreneur characteristics, we see that 40% of the sample is female and the large 

majority (99%) are local Ugandans. The typical entrepreneur is 31 years old, has 2.3 children, and 

completed high school or higher education. On average, 55% have received some kind of business program 

before (e.g., training course, advising help), 54% are married, and 46% have previously owned a business. 

In terms of the typical firm’s profile, we see that 70% are run by the founder, 13% have previously had a 

loan with a formal institution, 74% separate business and personal affairs, and 22% are formally registered. 

There is also variation in industry with firms operating across a range of sub-sectors in manufacturing, retail 

trade and services, thereby enhancing generalizability of the study’s results (refer to Web Appendix 11). 

 

Moreover, given our sample recruitment procedure, these are not micro subsistence enterprises. The 

average firm in our sample has been in operation for 3.9 years, operates out of a standalone shop (or larger 

physical structure), has 1.7 paid employees, owns assets valued at 15.9 million UGX (~$4300 USD), and 

has a monthly sales turnover of 5 million UGX (~$1350 USD). The entrepreneurs themselves work 6.5 

days per week in their firms, which further highlights that these businesses are not simply hobbies or side 

jobs for them. In addition, the average firm in our sample was using 7.7 business tactics, including multiple 

operational, marketing, and financial practices. This is aligned with our research objective to purposefully 

recruit firms already implementing a high number of tactics so our experiment can better isolate strategic 

business changes. Thus, as intended, we ended up with a study sample of 930 growth-oriented entrepreneurs 

in urban Uganda who were running more established firms and using several business tactics. 

 

4.4. Randomization and Balance Checks 

This sample was subsequently randomized into two groups (August 2015): 530 treatment firms (who 

received a virtual coaching intervention); and 400 control firms (who did not receive any intervention but 

were recruited and surveyed in the same manner). Random assignment was done by computer, so any group 

 
22 As designed, firms in the Study Sample (n = 930) differed from firms in the Lower Screening Score group (n = 2,521) on 

screening, business, and entrepreneur characteristics (refer to Web Appendix 10). 
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differences are due to chance. Appendix 5 outlines randomization checks for the full sample at baseline. 

Column (2) provides means and standard errors for the control group, while column (3) presents the same 

values for the treatment group. Column (4) outlines equality of means tests (t-tests) between the two 

experimental groups. The value displayed for each t-test is the difference between the control group mean 

and treatment group mean. Statistically significant differences are denoted with an asterisk. Overall, the 

results shown in Appendix 5 provide evidence that randomization (of firms into experimental groups) was 

successful. The F-test for joint significance of all variables is not significant. And out of the 36 t-tests, there 

was only one statistically significant difference – which would be expected by chance. That said, we still 

control for many entrepreneur and business characteristics (via their baseline variables) in all regression 

analyses to account for any imbalances on observables between the two experimental groups.23 

 

4.5. Post-Randomization: Timeline 

After randomization, the virtual coaching intervention was launched and took place from August 2015 to 

July 2016 (see Appendix 4a). We visited all sample firms for a midline survey (~18 months post baseline) 

and again for an endline survey (~24 months post baseline). The midline survey concentrated on measuring 

the intermediate effects of the intervention (namely whether changes in marketing strategies or shifts had 

taken place since baseline) and ruling out alternative explanations (namely differences in the number of 

business tactics or practices). The endline survey closely mirrored the baseline to ensure the same financial 

information (e.g., monthly sales) was collected post intervention. Thus, the midline survey focused on 

mechanism evidence, while the endline survey focused on main effect evidence (see Appendix 4b). 

 

4.6. Experimental Validity Checks 

Multiple checks were conducted to ensure experimental validity was maintained throughout the study 

period. First, the data collection process followed rigorous audit and verification steps for every completed 

survey in every round (refer to Web Appendix 13 for details). Further tests also show there are no systematic 

differences in the proportion of treatment and control firms assigned to each enumerator at: baseline (Web 

Appendix 13a); midline (Web Appendix 13b); or endline (Web Appendix 13c). And for each data collection 

round, there do not appear to be any patterns in which the dependent variable measures differ significantly 

across enumerators (Web Appendix 13d). Second, checks on the experimental groups confirm that 

treatment and control firms were handled in a comparable manner according to: ‘when’ measurement 

occurred (Web Appendix 14a); ‘where’ they were located across geographic markets (Web Appendix 14b); 

and ‘which’ industry sub-sectors they operated in (Web Appendix 14c). Third, attrition was low and non-

systematic. We were able to reach 78% of our sample at midline and 79% of them at endline, with additional 

 
23 The identical set of randomization checks was performed with the full sample at endline (see Web Appendix 12). Here again, 

the F-test is not significant and there is only one statistically significant difference across the 36 t-tests. 
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analyses ruling out any differential attrition occurred in the treatment group compared to the control group 

(Web Appendix 15). Considered together, these checks provide assurance the experiment was rigorously 

implemented. In particular, randomization was not only successful initially, but this group balance was also 

maintained throughout the study period. We therefore feel confident that the control group represents a 

valid counter-factual for the treatment group in our main analysis that follows. 

 

4.7. Survival Checks 

Given our recruitment steps and the partner’s gating interviews, all firms were operational at baseline. Our 

sample did not include any pre-sales startups or idea-only entrepreneurs. By midline, 89.6% of firms had 

survived (of 722 surveyed). And 82.7% of firms were operational at endline (of 735 surveyed). Web 

Appendix 16 presents regression analysis to compare survival rates between the two experimental groups 

– separately for midline in columns (1)-(2), endline in columns (3)-(4), and both survey rounds in columns 

(5)-(6). The analysis does not detect any differential effects on business survival. Indeed, the survival rates 

tend to be fairly high in both our treatment and control groups, which may be partly attributable to our 

recruitment of more established firms and growth-oriented entrepreneurs into the study sample. 

 

4.8. Empirical Specification 

Given our random assignment of entrepreneurs to experimental groups, we estimate the effect of virtual 

business coaching as the difference in average outcomes in the treatment and control firms (at midline or 

endline) using the intention-to-treat (ITT) regression specified in Equation (1). 

 

Yi = α + β1Coachingi + ∑γsdi.s + δYi,b + εi     (1) 

 

Yi is the dependent variable, or outcome of interest (e.g., sales, strategic shifts), for firm i at midline or 

endline. The variable Coachingi is a treatment dummy that indicates whether a firm was randomly assigned 

to the virtual coaching intervention. di.s comprises a set of control variables measured pre-intervention, 

including: ten controls for entrepreneur characteristics at baseline (gender; age; ethnicity; marital status; 

children; education level; business program; prior salaried job; previous ownership experience; 

commitment); fifteen controls for business characteristics at baseline (founder; operating years; start-up 

capital; formal loans; separation of business-personal affairs; days open per week; sales frequency; physical 

premises; registration; business practices; total products size; B2B customers; markets outside city; total 

paid employees; total assets); and ten industry fixed effects (the full set of one-digit SIC codes). These 

controls are included to improve precision of estimates, as well as to account for any group imbalances due 

to attrition or spurious correlations when interaction analyses are performed. Equation (1) also controls for 

the baseline value of the dependent variable, Yi,b (whenever this outcome was measured at baseline). Robust 
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standard errors are reported in all results. For the most part, if Yi is continuous (e.g., sales) then we estimate 

Equation 1 via an OLS regression and if Yi is binary (e.g., strategic shifts) then we use a probit model. 

 

Throughout our analysis and discussion, we focus on the ITT effect which provides an unbiased estimate 

of the impact of virtual coaching on firm sales or strategic shifts. These ITT results represent the cleanest 

identification of treatment effects given they rely on an exogenous source of variation (randomization into 

experimental groups). However, as needed, we also analyze the average treatment-on-treated (ATT) by 

estimating the effect on sales via an IV regression in which coaching compliance (minimum of two modules 

completed) is instrumented with coaching offer (randomly assigned).24 

 

5. ANALYSIS OF MAIN EFFECTS 

 

We use a series of regression analyses to test our main effect hypothesis developed in Section 2 (see also 

Appendix 4b). We first outline our measures of firm sales and how these are used to construct composites 

for analysis. Then we report results for the impact of virtual business coaching on firm sales, followed by 

robustness checks. Unless otherwise noted, all our analyses are performed using the complete set of 

entrepreneurs who: (i) completed the survey round; and (ii) were still in operation (at midline or endline).25 

 

5.1. Measurement of Firm Sales 

The dependent variable used for identifying the main effect of virtual coaching on firm performance is 

Monthly Sales. First, our conceptualization of marketing strategy innovation links these strategic changes 

with customer value creation and, thus, is directly related to firm sales (e.g., via increases in loyalty and 

quantity demanded, willingness-to-pay and prices, satisfaction and spending per order). Second, marketers 

– practitioners and academics alike – recognize sales as a key performance indicator that should be tracked 

and impacted through marketing efforts (Bendle et al. 2017). Third, given revenues (or the money collected 

from customers) is better understood and more salient to emerging market entrepreneurs, sales is a crucial 

outcome used by researchers studying small firm growth in these contexts (e.g., McKenzie and Woodruff 

2017). Measuring performance for small businesses in these contexts, however, can be challenging since 

 
24 ATT effects using alternative definitions of compliance (e.g., minimum of one or five modules completed), as well as different 

matching approaches, are also estimated for robustness (refer to Section 5.3). For fundraising or recruiting efforts, the ATT results 

may be of interest to our NGO partner, and its donors and coaches, if they want to measure the impact for those entrepreneurs who 

fully comply (i.e., a potential upper bound of a completed coaching project). The ATT effect could also be useful to marketers and 

multinational managers looking to work with local entrepreneurs for distributing their goods or understanding their overseas 

customers. In this case, the marketer may interview multiple entrepreneurs until she can find the right one who will ‘comply’ with 

her virtual coaching and ultimately make the desired strategic changes that increase sales. That said, an important caution with 

ATT results is that assignment to treatment may in itself influence firm performance through channels outside the coaching 

intervention, thereby violating the exclusion restriction. We therefore focus on the ITT results. 
25 Thus, our analysis sample did not include attritors (blank values on all financial responses) and non-survivors (zero values on all 

financial responses). This follows the standard, more conservative approach for dealing with non-survivors in small firm studies 

(Anderson et al. 2018). Nonetheless, we re-run each analysis with non-survivors included and obtain qualitatively similar results. 
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secondary databases do not exist, and many firms do not maintain financial records (de Mel, McKenzie and 

Woodruff 2009).26 We therefore rely on a novel electronic survey tool that implements triangulation and 

iteration techniques to obtain estimates of firm sales that are more accurate and precise (see Anderson, 

Lazicky and Zia 2021). Web Appendix 17 describes the four measures in detail: Firm Sales #1 (aided-recall 

values); Firm Sales #2 (averaged values); Firm Sales #3 (aggregated values); and Firm Sales #4 (anchored-

adjusted values).27 For analysis purposes, two composite measures were constructed based on these values. 

The first was a Standard Composite Measure, computed by calculating the average of Firm Sales #1 and 

Firm Sales #4. The second was an Additional Composite Measure, computed by calculating the average of 

Firm Sales #1, Firm Sales #2, Firm Sales #3, and Firm Sales #4. 

 

5.2. Impact of Virtual Coaching on Firm Sales 

Initial model-free evidence suggests a positive impact of virtual coaching on firm sales. While monthly 

sales did not differ between groups at baseline, the average change in monthly sales for the treatment group 

(+1,744,208 UGX) is significantly larger than for the control group (-36,963 UGX) (see Web Appendix 

18). Further, this positive sales effect does not seem to be driven by a handful of outliers in the treatment 

group. First, as noted in the measurement section, all sales variables were winsorized 1% on both tails 

(before composites were constructed). This helps guard against extreme values pulling the treatment mean 

higher. Second, Figure 1a plots the cumulative distribution functions for the treatment and control groups. 

It depicts a rightward shift in sales for firms offered virtual coaching. In other words, treatment firms 

realized a larger change in monthly sales than control firms across the distribution of sales gains. Third, as 

robustness to further address outlier concerns, we re-run our analysis with a different functional form of the 

main sales dependent variable (akin to a log transformation) and obtain qualitatively similar results. 

 

Importantly, this model-free evidence is supported by the regression analysis, where we also find a 

significant and positive treatment effect of virtual coaching on firm sales. These results are reported in 

Table 1, where columns (1)-(4) use the Standard Composite measure of monthly sales (average of the aided-

recall estimate and the anchored-adjusted estimate); and columns (5)-(8) employ an alternative version of 

this dependent variable (i.e., the Additional Composite measure that averages all four sales values). Given 

its customary use in small firm research (Anderson et al. 2018), we choose to focus our discussion on the 

Standard Composite measure of firm sales – although our results are not qualitatively different across the 

two measures. The intention-to-treat (ITT) analysis in columns (1)-(2) shows that firms offered the virtual 

 
26 As a robustness check, we re-run all our analyses with the subset of firms that do keep financial records (e.g., administrative 

accounting statements) and obtain qualitatively similar results to our main analysis (refer to Section 5.3). 
27 For firms that maintained financial records, these adjustment steps included referring to their accounting books or spreadsheets 

to ensure the correct monthly values were entered into the Summary Statement and stored in the electronic tool. Thus, the final 

estimate of firm sales last month (anchored-adjusted value) accurately reflects the official admin records for this subset of firms. 
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coaching intervention increase their monthly sales in the range of 27.6% to 32.4% (0.16 to 0.19 standard 

deviation). In addition, the average treatment effects on the treated (ATT) are stronger. For entrepreneurs 

who completed at least two modules of coaching (Stage B compliers) the improvement in monthly sales 

ranges from 36.0% to 42.7% (0.21 to 0.25 standard deviation). These results support hypothesis 1. 

 

5.3. Robustness Checks 

We next implement several robustness checks for the main effect of virtual coaching on firm sales. First, 

four bounding exercises are carried out to account for any potential group imbalances due to attrition (Web 

Appendix 19a). The results continue to show positive and significant ITT effect sizes, with some larger 

than the corresponding specification in Table 1. Second, we re-run our analysis using alternative sales 

measures (Web Appendix 19b). A significant treatment effect is maintained across models, regardless of 

whether dependent variables are operationalized as IHS transformations (e.g., Standard Composite, 

Additional Composite)28 or component measures (e.g., Firm Sales #1, Firm Sales #4). Third, as a check 

against measurement error, we replicate our main effect results using administrative data from record-

keeping firms – i.e., the sample for which official accounting records on firm sales were audited during data 

collection (Web Appendix 19c). Fourth, we conduct our analysis again using different ATT approaches 

(e.g., higher/lower compliance levels, propensity-score matching) and find positive and significant ATT 

effects across specifications (Web Appendix 19d). Finally, we allow controls to be selected by a two-stage 

lasso estimator and obtain qualitatively similar results to those in Table 1 (Web Appendix 19e). Taken 

together, this set of additional analyses provides robustness for our main effect results. 

 

5.4. Analysis on Competition and Stealing 

In a final set of checks (see Web Appendix 20) we perform distance analyses to rule out potential 

competition and stealing explanations for our main results. First, columns (1)-(2) present interaction 

analyses using a continuous (or binary) measure of the closest distance to ‘any firm’ (i.e., the straight 

distance in kilometers from the focal firm to the next closest firm in the sample computed based on the GPS 

coordinates of each). In both cases, the interaction term is not significant, while the treatment coefficient in 

row one remains significant (with a sign and size similar to those in Table 1). In other words, the impact of 

virtual coaching on firm sales is not affected by distance to another study firm. Second, columns (3)-(4) 

display results from the same analyses carried out using the distance between each firm and its closest 

‘control firm’. Again, the interaction terms are not significant in either model, suggesting the positive 

effects of virtual coaching cannot be fully explained by treatment firms competing and winning only against 

control firms. Third, we extend this competition and stealing analysis further by using the closest distance 

 
28 Inverse hyperbolic sine (IHS) transformation: IHSyi = log[(yi ) + ((yi)2 + 1)1/2]. 
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to another sample ‘firm in the same industry’. As shown in columns (5)-(6), the interaction terms are not 

significant. The impact of virtual coaching on sales does not appear to be influenced by how closely a 

competing firm (in the same industry) is located. Finally, we employ measures of ‘market density’ for 

additional checks. Column (7) provides evidence that the virtual coaching effects do not significantly 

change if a treatment firm is located in a more competitive or higher density market (i.e., a market with 

more than the median number of twenty-five sample firms). Moreover, as shown in column (8), controlling 

for variation in market density (by including a fixed effect for each geographic market) does not 

significantly change the treatment effect compared to our main results (in Table 1). Overall, although 

competition may exist, there are no systematic patterns across these checks to suggest treatment firms are 

increasing their own sales simply by stealing from nearby firms (particularly not from control firms).29 

 

5.5. Discussion 

In support of hypothesis 1, our main effect analysis finds that treatment firms significantly increase monthly 

sales by 27.6% (from baseline to endline). This impact of ‘virtual business coaching’ on firm sales is robust 

to multiple model specifications, attrition, several measures of the dependent variable, measurement error, 

different compliance cut-offs in estimating ATT effects, various approaches for inclusion of control 

variables, and alternative explanations on competition and stealing. In addition, the effect sizes are both 

statistically and economically significant. As a result of virtual business coaching, the average firm in our 

treatment group increases monthly sales by 1,287,327 UGX ($352 USD). In terms of firm growth, this is 

equivalent to adding ~6 full-time employees (based on an average monthly salary of 210,340 UGX at 

baseline). Despite these promising results, however, the mechanism through which virtual coaching 

improves firm sales remains unresolved. We examine this next by testing whether our intervention 

stimulates changes in marketing strategies (or tactical business practices) as a way to enhance performance. 

 

6. ANALYSIS OF MECHANISM 

 

The analyses conducted in this section test our mechanism hypotheses on: (i) strategic shifting; (ii) customer 

value; and (iii) entrepreneur strategic focus (refer to Section 2). We begin by describing our measurement 

approach and construction of composites for analysis. Next, we provide evidence on our proposed 

mechanism of marketing strategy innovation. In addition, to further support our mechanism explanation, 

we examine heterogeneous treatment effects to test if virtual business coaching works better when 

entrepreneurs (ex ante) have lower strategic focus. Finally, we explore the extent to which our intervention 

stimulates strategic versus tactical changes in small firms, as well as the relationship between the two. 

 
29 This lack of evidence on ‘stealing sales’ is consistent with the model-free analysis, which did not find substantial or significant 

changes in the average monthly sales of control group firms from baseline to endline (refer to Web Appendix 18). 
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6.1. Measurement of Marketing Strategy Innovation 

Given the absence of an established empirical framework to examine marketing strategy innovation, we 

needed to develop a method for measuring whether strategic shifts had actually occurred in our study firms. 

We began by conducting numerous focus groups and individually interviewed dozens of entrepreneurs in 

Kampala during the study’s design phase (prior to launch) and after the intervention ended. Many of the 

international coaches also agreed to provide detailed insights on the types of strategic changes they focused 

on with their Ugandan entrepreneurs. Based on this qualitative work, as well as a review of the recent 

literature on business models and pivoting (e.g., Foss and Saebi 2016; Osterwalder and Pigneur 2013; Ries 

2011; Teece 2010; Zott and Amit 2007), we created a comprehensive set of eight categories or types of 

possible ‘strategic’ shifts which we label: new offering, narrow offering, broad offering, advanced offering, 

target segment, go-to-market, revenue model, and mass market (refer to Appendix 2 for descriptions).30 

Next, we designed a new measurement tool consistent with our conceptual framework, which outlines the 

two necessary conditions (analysis and adjustment) that must be met for a business change to qualify as a 

marketing strategy innovation. And for robustness, we measure these shifts in three (increasingly strict) 

ways: Confirmed Shift; Audited Shift; and Strategic Shift. In addition to analyzing and adjusting business 

model components, marketing strategy innovation also involves creating greater value for customers. Thus, 

to examine the link between strategic shifts and value creation, we construct a composite with eight outcome 

variables that proxy for customer value (i.e., willingness-to-pay, satisfaction, loyalty, word-of-mouth, 

margins, needs, differentiation, and usability). This continuous Customer Value composite was used in our 

subsequent analysis. Web Appendix 21 outlines all questions and measurement details. 

 

6.2. Impact of Virtual Coaching on Marketing Strategy Innovation 

To study the causal impact of virtual business coaching on marketing strategy innovation, we examine the 

intervention’s effects on both strategic shifting and customer value. 

 

Strategic Shifting. We begin with model-free evidence. First, Figure 1b summarizes the shifts carried out 

across the two experimental groups. A total of 321 firms shifted their business model components from 

baseline to midline – and they did so by conducting a variety of shift types. The majority of firms shifted 

 
30 We view each type of strategic shift as a possible consequence of an entrepreneur’s strategic thinking and choices. In general, 

strategic shifting is expected to culminate from: (a) an entrepreneur thinking about her business while systematically analyzing the 

subset of business model components related to the firm’s value proposition (i.e., customers or who is buying; the company offering 

or what are they buying; and competition or why are they buying over alternatives); and (b) an entrepreneur making choices as part 

of intentionally adjusting the firm’s focus while modifying business model components (i.e., stopping the firm’s focus on previous 

components; starting to focus on new components in ways that lead to a different value proposition; and spending time, money or 

people resources to ultimately redesign the firm’s value proposition). Thus, this deliberate process of analyzing and adjusting 

business model components to achieve an overall change in marketing strategy can be viewed as distinct from the individual 

business tactics or practices a firm implements as part of its day-to-day business operations. 
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by broadening their offering (n = 198), followed by narrowing their offering (n = 79). A number of firms 

also innovated their marketing strategy by developing a new offering to address a different customer need 

(n = 24) or by using a new technology to provide a more advanced offering (n = 25). And importantly, there 

is a significant effect of virtual coaching on marketing strategy innovation with shifts carried out by 58.6% 

of treatment firms and only 38.3% of control firms (see Web Appendix 22, left panel). 

 

Second, Figure 2 examines the extent to which these shifts were ‘strategic’ based on the process of 

analyzing and adjusting business model components related to the firm’s value proposition. Figure 2a 

breaks down the Analysis condition into its three dimensions. Compared to control firms, a greater 

proportion of treatment firms systematically analyzed their customers, the company, and competition. The 

overall rating on the Analysis condition of shifting is also significantly higher for firms that shifted in the 

treatment group (mean = 6.42) versus control group (mean = 4.98).31 Next, Figure 2b shows results for the 

three dimensions of the Adjustment condition. More treatment firms (than control firms) intentionally 

adjusted business model components based on differences in their stopping, starting, and spending focus. 

In turn, the Adjustment condition’s overall rating is significantly higher for treatment firms (mean = 8.19) 

versus control firms (mean = 7.89). Finally, following from these results on the Analysis and Adjustment 

conditions, we find that the Strategic Shifts composite significantly differs between the two experimental 

groups (treatment mean = 7.31; control mean = 6.43). The impact of virtual coaching on marketing strategy 

innovation therefore holds even when the strictest measure of shifting is used: 44.7% of treatment firms 

conducted a Strategic Shift, while just 25.4% of control firms did so (see Web Appendix 22, right panel). 

 

Critically, this model-free evidence is further supported by the regression analysis reported in Table 2. A 

more conservative approach is taken by using the Strategic Shifts binary measure as the dependent variable 

in all regressions (coded: 1 if the firm shifted its marketing strategy; and 0 if not). Columns (1)-(4) display 

results for models estimated using a probit regression, while columns (5)-(8) do so using an OLS regression. 

There is a positive and significant treatment effect of virtual coaching on marketing strategy innovation. As 

displayed in columns (1)-(2), firms in the treatment group are 52.8% to 56.8% more likely to conduct a 

strategic shift (during the previous eighteen months) compared to firms in the control group. And the ATT 

effects in columns (3)-(4) show an even larger impact for entrepreneurs who completed at least two modules 

of coaching: these complier firms have a 66.3% to 71.6% greater likelihood of strategically shifting business 

model components related to their value proposition. Next, results in columns (5)-(8) demonstrate that the 

 
31 Refer to Web Appendix 23a for evidence on the significant differences between treatment and control firms with respect to: (i) 

systematic Analysis; (ii) intentional Adjustment; and (iii) overall Strategic Shifts. For the treatment group, the average auditor 

rating on each condition was above a six (out of ten), and in all cases the treatment group rating was higher than the control group 

– including on the composite score. These descriptive differences are reinforced by the regression analysis (Web Appendix 23b), 

where the virtual coaching intervention is shown to have a positive and significant effect on each condition of strategic shifting. 
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treatment effects hold if the binary dependent variable is estimated using an OLS regression (i.e., linear 

probability model).32 Taken together, the results on strategic shifting provide support for hypothesis 2a. 

 

Customer Value. In addition to analyzing and adjusting business model components, our conceptualization 

of marketing strategy innovation also requires that the shift creates value for customers. Thus, we examine 

the value creation effects of virtual coaching and strategic shifting in Table 3. Columns (1)-(4) display 

regressions using the continuous Customer Value composite as the dependent variable (0 = lowest to 8 = 

highest value created). As shown in Columns (1)-(2), treatment firms create 59.4% more customer value 

(than control firms), achieving a 0.89 higher score on the Customer Value composite. Further, columns (3)-

(4) demonstrate that the impact of virtual coaching on customer value creation is stronger for compliers 

(ATT effect of 75.9%). Next, columns (5)-(8) present a two-stage least squares analysis to examine the 

association between marketing strategy innovation and firm sales. In columns (5)-(6), the Strategic Shifts 

binary measure (coded: 1 if the firm shifted its marketing strategy; and 0 if not) is instrumented with the 

virtual coaching offer (i.e., the randomly assigned treatment). As per column (5), there is a positive 

relationship between conducting a strategic shift (measured at midline) and firm sales (measured at endline) 

– a 119.8% increase or gain of roughly 5,635,308 UGX ($1541 USD) in monthly sales. And in columns 

(7)-(8), a binary measure of Customer Value (coded: 1 if the firm scored above the median; and 0 if below) 

is instrumented with the virtual coaching offer. The significant results suggest that creating greater customer 

value is linked with higher firm sales. For instance, column (7) shows that a high score on the Customer 

Value composite is associated with an increase in monthly sales of 116.0% or 5,452,887 UGX ($1491 

USD). Overall, these findings on customer value creation lend support to hypothesis 2b. 

 

6.3. Strategic Focus and Heterogeneous Treatment Effects 

Next, the analysis delves into mechanisms further by studying which kinds of entrepreneurs benefit most 

from virtual coaching. We analyze heterogenous treatment effects to test if our intervention – which aims 

to simulate strategic business changes – works better for entrepreneurs who lack strategic focus. 

 

Measurement of Strategic Focus. At baseline, we measured each entrepreneur’s (ex ante) level of strategic 

focus in decision-making. Seven characteristics were included: inconsistent preferences, impulsiveness, 

myopic views, temptation unawareness, lack of self-control tools, unpreparedness, and impatience. Based 

on responses to these questions, we constructed a Low Strategic Focus continuous variable and a Lower 

Strategic Focus binary variable for use in our analysis. Web Appendix 25 provides further details. 

 

 
32 Additional robustness checks were also performed. One, qualitatively similar results are obtained if the Audited Shifts measure 

is used as the dependent variable – instead of the stricter Strategic Shifts measure (Web Appendix 24a). Two, the positive treatment 

effects also hold if the continuous measure (0-10 scale) of either dependent variable is used in the analysis (Web Appendix 24b). 
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Heterogeneous Treatment Effects. We start by reviewing model-free evidence for the impact of virtual 

coaching on firm sales by entrepreneur type (see Web Appendix 26). When entrepreneurs are more 

strategic, the intervention does not lead to sales differences. By contrast, when entrepreneurs are less 

strategic, receiving virtual coaching results in significantly higher monthly sales for treatment firms 

compared to control firms. This pattern is further supported by the regression results. Table 4 summarizes 

analysis for heterogeneous effects of coaching based on an entrepreneur’s level of strategic focus. Across 

columns (1)-(8) there is a positive and significant sales effect for entrepreneurs with lower strategic focus. 

The interaction analysis in columns (1)-(4) uses the continuous Low Strategic Focus composite. Results are 

significant for all ITT and ATT specifications. The main model of interest, in column (1), shows that 

treatment group firms gain 6,215,018 UGX ($1700 USD) in monthly sales (a 133.3% increase) when led 

by entrepreneurs lowest in strategic focus. Alternatively, the models in columns (5)-(8) use the binary 

Lower Strategic Focus variable. The interaction term is positive and significant in all four specifications. 

As per column (5), when entrepreneurs lack strategic focus the treatment offer leads to a 2,577,839 UGX 

($705 USD) increase in their monthly sales (a 55.3% effect size). These results support hypothesis 2c. 

 

6.4. Complementarity of Strategic Shifts and Tactical Practices 

As argued in Section 2, we predict the theoretical mechanism to operate through strategic shifts (e.g., 3Cs 

of marketing) and not via increases in tactical practices (e.g., 4Ps of marketing). Also, given our objective 

of isolating changes in marketing strategies, we recruited more established firms already using several 

business tactics (7.7 verified practices pre-intervention). And so, a priori, we do not expect treatment firms 

to start using more tactics than control firms during the study period. Nonetheless, we examine the impact 

of virtual coaching on tactical business practices to better understand the mechanism of change (see Web 

Appendix 27). A total of 27 business tactics or practices were measured at midline – with nine practices 

verified by an auditor in each of three functional areas: Operations (managing physical resources, people 

and processes); Marketing (market research, marketing tactics and sales tactics); and Finance (tracking, 

analyzing and planning finances).33 Columns (1)-(2) present regression results for the Total Practices 

composite obtained by adding up the score for every tactical business practice (continuous measure between 

0 and 27). First, in line with our sample recruitment approach, the average number of practices implemented 

per firm was fairly high (control mean = 7.16). Second, there are no significant differences in the Total 

 
33 For robustness, we checked that the constructs were orthogonal. First, we ran a principal components analysis incorporating the 

six strategic shift dimensions and the nine tactical practice composites. The 15 measures loaded cleanly onto two distinct constructs 

(eigen values of 4.31 and 2.43): the first included only the six strategic shift measures (customers, company, competition; starting, 

stopping, spending); and the second included only the nine tactical practice measures (three for operations, three for marketing, 

three for finance). Second, we checked the pairwise correlation between each strategic shift measure and all nine tactical practice 

measures. No pairwise correlation was greater than 0.20 (customers: r < 0.151; company: r < 0.182; competitors: r < 0.164; 

stopping: r < 0.109; starting: r < 0.160; spending: r < 0.144). In addition, our ‘strategic shifts’ mechanism analysis yielded consistent 

results even when baseline values of the tactical practice composites were included in any regression that specified controls. 
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Practices between groups. In fact, treatment firms tend to have been using fewer business practices than 

control firms overall – though these differences are not substantively large (effect sizes of -5.3% to -6.8%). 

See also columns (3)-(8). These findings suggest our intervention did not lead to a greater number of 

practices being implemented by treatment group firms (although the nature of a specific practice could have 

changed). Thus, the underlying theoretical mechanism – linking virtual coaching to firm sales – does not 

appear to be explained by a differential increase in tactical business practices (e.g., 4Ps of marketing). 

 

Next, we explore the relationship between tactical practices and strategic shifts. As noted previously, any 

shift in marketing strategy must eventually be implemented using the tactical levers a firm can pull, 

including some marketing mix activities. Figure 3 summarizes a descriptive analysis of the tactical business 

practices implemented by firms that conducted a marketing strategy innovation (i.e., the Shift group) and 

those that did not (i.e., the No Shift group). First, across the 27 tactical practices measured at midline, there 

is no discernible pattern (nor significant one) whereby firms that conducted a shift in marketing strategy 

also systematically implemented a different number of practices in total (mean = 7.14) than firms which 

did not shift (mean = 6.72). Second, within each functional area, the total number of tactical practices does 

significantly differ between firms in either group. On average, firms in the Shift group were implementing 

2.46 operations and human resource practices (Figure 3a), 2.79 marketing and sales practices (Figure 3b), 

and 1.89 finance and accounting practices (Figure 3c). While firms in the No Shift group were, on average, 

implementing a similar number of tactical practices across each of the three functional areas. Third, Figure 

3d suggests shifting marketing strategies and implementing tactical practices are not mutually exclusive. 

Compared against the base case (i.e., firms not shifting strategies and implementing a low number of 

practices), there was no significant change in monthly sales for firms that either: (a) did not shift, but had 

high practices; or (b) shifted strategies, but had low practices. The analysis finds a significant and positive 

association with firm performance (of +1,860,766 UGX in monthly sales) only for firms that shifted their 

marketing strategy while also maintaining a high number of business practices.34 Thus, there seems to be a 

complementary relationship between strategic shifts and tactical practices. 

 

6.5. Discussion 

The overall pattern of results reported in our mechanism analysis provides support for hypotheses 2a, 2b 

and 2c. The virtual coaching intervention was successful in stimulating more marketing strategy innovation 

by treatment firms (from baseline to midline), with respect to both analyzing and adjusting how business 

model components are designed. Moreover, making these strategic shifts creates value. Our analysis finds 

that treatment firms not only shifted more (than control firms), but also shifted marketing strategies in ways 

 
34 This model-free evidence is reinforced by regression analysis that finds a similar pattern of results. Also, Figure 3 uses the audited 

shifts measure for display purposes, however, the same complementarity exists with the strategic shifts measure (+1,734,051 UGX). 
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that created greater value for customers – in terms of increasing willingness-to-pay, enhancing satisfaction, 

boosting loyalty, generating positive word-of-mouth, raising margins, meeting needs, differentiating from 

competitors, and improving usability. In addition, virtual business coaching is particularly effective in 

raising the sales of entrepreneurs who have a deficit in their strategic approach to decision-making. This is 

consistent with our mechanism of marketing strategy innovation (i.e., strategic shifting). Through Skype 

videoconferencing and mobile calls with an international coach, the local Ugandan entrepreneur analyzes 

her customers, the company and competition. These interactions, alongside marketplace assignments, 

ultimately nudge the entrepreneur to adjust business model components related to her value proposition. 

Thus, it is reasonable to expect such an intervention – with so much time and attention focused on strategic 

marketing changes – would be more beneficial to entrepreneurs who a priori tend to be less strategic in their 

decision-making. And lastly, although virtual coaching does not increase the total business tactics used in 

a firm, there is still a complementary role to be played by tactical practices. We find sales gains are greatest 

for firms that shift their marketing strategy while also implementing a high number of business tactics. 

 

7. CONCLUSION 

 

We conduct a randomized controlled field experiment with 930 Ugandan entrepreneurs to identify the 

impact of international business coaching (via virtual collaboration technology). The analysis finds that 

treatment firms increase monthly sales by 1.29 million Ugandan Shillings ($352 USD), which represents a 

27.6% improvement over the two-year study period. In terms of mechanism, entrepreneurs who receive 

virtual business coaching are 52.8% more likely (than control firms) to have completed a marketing strategy 

innovation (e.g., 3Cs of marketing) – but did not, as expected, implement more business tactics (e.g., 4Ps 

of marketing). We next discuss benefits and costs, followed by implications for practice and research. 

 

7.1. Benefits and Costs 

Our main dependent variable of interest is firm sales. However, we examine additional firm performance 

outcomes in Web Appendix 28 for the purpose of comparing benefits and costs. Columns (1)-(2) display 

results on a composite measure of Monthly Profits. Compared to control firms, treatment firms increase 

their monthly profits in the range of 394,728 UGX (ITT effects) to 521,349 UGX (ATT effects) – although 

both coefficients have large standard errors and are only significant at the 10% level. As a different type of 

empirical support, columns (3)-(4) present a Change in Profits-Sales Scale that assesses (at endline) the 

extent to which the entrepreneur is convinced her business profits and sales have changed during the past 

two years, using a 1 (decreased a lot) to 5 (increased a lot) scale. Here again, there is a positive and 

significant effect for the impact of virtual coaching on firm performance. Next, as a more rigorous test of 

changes in firm performance, columns (5)-(6) rely on a Profits-Sales Index measure. This outcome was 
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computed by first standardizing each of the individual monthly estimates (two for profits; two for sales) 

and then taking the average of these four values. For entrepreneurs in the treatment group, there is a sizeable 

0.17 to 0.22 standard deviation increase in monthly profits and sales (versus those in the control group). 

Lastly, as per columns (7)-(8), our virtual coaching intervention is also shown to have a large effect when 

an Overall Performance Index is used (calculated by averaging the five standardized measures).35 

 

Taken together, this additional evidence bolsters support for the positive benefits of virtual business 

coaching. The average firm in our treatment group achieves 1,287,327 UGX ($352 USD) more in sales and 

394,728 UGX ($108 USD) more in profits each month. From the firm’s viewpoint, this monthly profit gain 

can be highly beneficial. For instance, considering the 145 firms with a bank loan at baseline, this lift in 

profits could nearly cover their monthly debt payment (which averages about 486,472 UGX per month). 

Indeed, a performance increase of this magnitude would be sufficient to pay the monthly cost of many 

operating expenses for the typical Ugandan small firm, such as rent (341,136 UGX), electricity (61,828 

UGX), transport (177,527 UGX) or equipment rentals and repairs (134,415 UGX). And from a 

policymaker’s viewpoint, this virtual coaching intervention can also provide a reasonable return on 

investment in terms of costs-versus-benefits. On the one hand, our partner budgets $600 to $800 USD for 

each coaching project (with the unit cost reduced when scaled to a hundred or more projects running 

concurrently in the same region). On the other hand, an average treatment firm in our study increases its 

monthly sales by ~$350 USD and monthly profits by ~$100 USD. This means it might take the typical 

entrepreneur six to eight months to start realizing a positive return on a coaching investment (if paying out-

of-pocket) – and even less time if subsidized by stakeholders interested in spurring small firm growth. 

 

7.2. Implications for Practice 

The paper’s analysis of the impact of virtual coaching on the performance of emerging market firms offers 

valuable insights for the practice of marketing. First, our findings encourage marketers at multinationals to 

leverage virtual collaboration technologies to improve expansion efforts into foreign markets. Maintaining 

the status-quo in a post Covid-19 world is ill-advised. Instead, marketing managers should embrace new 

communication tools that let them effectively (and flexibly) access local talent, develop on-the-ground 

knowledge, and enhance their capabilities in customer research, product development and distribution 

(Chironga et al. 2018). 

 

 
35 We also compare the cost-structure of treatment and control firms in Web Appendix 29. Across the thirteen categories, we do 

not find any patterns of systematic difference in costs between groups when compared in: levels (UGX per month); percentages 

(each cost calculated as a percent of sales); or deltas (change from baseline to endline in a cost’s percent of sales). This suggests 

that the firm performance effects (in sales, as well as profits) are likely being driven by ‘top line’ revenue growth. 
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Second, our study results suggest entrepreneurs can benefit from remote coaching arrangements that allow 

them to interact with management professionals across markets. Whether running a start-up in Silicon 

Valley or small firm in Sub-Saharan Africa, entrepreneurs should seek out opportunities to connect with 

advisors who bring different viewpoints and experiences into business strategizing. The resultant strategic 

changes may be more defensible and harder to imitate than tactical changes competitors can easily copy.  

 

Third, the intervention’s success offers a promising new business support model for stakeholders motivated 

to help small firms grow, such as governments, NGOs and investment funds. Virtual business coaching 

(e.g., via Skype videoconferencing, mobile calls, emails and messaging apps) represents a scalable and 

feasible approach that policymakers can use to supplement their more traditional support services. It also 

provides a reasonable return on investment given a typical entrepreneur could cover the cost of a coaching 

project within one year using her sales and profit gains. In fact, policymakers may wish to subsidize the 

intervention’s cost given its potential benefit of reducing ‘class ceiling’ barriers – cheaper and broader 

access to high quality managerial capital can remove obstacles that otherwise limit upward mobility for 

business people from lower socio-economic backgrounds (Friedman and Laurison 2019). 

 

7.3. Limitations and Future Research 

Although our study provides useful insights for practice, this research is not without its limitations. One 

caveat with interpreting our results is that we do not have data beyond 24 months and, thus, we cannot 

comment on the long run persistence of the sales effects. Relatedly, our cost-benefit analysis only considers 

the partner’s cost to implement a coaching project. We were unable to account for any direct costs incurred 

by firms (e.g., in conducting analyses or making adjustments to shift strategies) nor for any costs of labor 

or managerial capital (e.g., expertise and opportunity costs of coaches who volunteer their time).36 And so, 

our return-on-investment calculations may understate the time required to realize a net benefit. Future 

research that measures impacts at five years post intervention, as well as more detailed intervention costs, 

is welcomed. 

 

A second limitation is that the design of our field experiment precludes analysis of general equilibrium 

effects. While this was not our intention a priori – and empirically we have shown that the main effect of 

increased sales does not appear to be driven by ‘market stealing’ – a policymaker should still be aware that 

offering this intervention to all small firms in the same country might not result in the desired consequence 

 
36 That said, Web Appendix 30 compares the cost-structure of shifting and non-shifting firms. We do not find evidence that firms 

in the Shift group increased their costs (in levels or percentage terms) more than firms in the No Shift group. In fact, the opposite 

pattern appears: shifting firms have lower costs relative to non-shifting firms by the time the endline was conducted. The differences 

are not statistically significant, however, and this analysis is only descriptive. Nonetheless, it sheds some light on the cost and 

supply side economics of shifting a firm’s marketing strategy – namely, it is not necessarily a cost prohibitive option for firms. 
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of equally benefiting every participant. We expect there will be winners and losers to such a scaling effort. 

Future work can therefore build on the competition and stealing analysis done in this paper to better 

understand economy-wide outcomes in equilibrium, as well as whether more selective targeting of firms 

‘in’ to business support programs leads to greater overall returns for the allocation of scarce government 

funds. 

 

A third shortcoming to acknowledge is the generalizability of our findings. We implemented this study in 

a single emerging market with a carefully screened sample of growth-oriented entrepreneurs running more 

established small firms. The magnitude of our main effects may not carry over to other contexts. Thus, 

researchers can add knowledge by launching new ‘firm growth’ experiments in a different country (e.g., a 

more advanced market) and with a novel unit-of-analysis (e.g., entrepreneurs leading technology and 

innovation driven startups). 

 

Fourth, our treatment group was capped at 530 firms and limited to a single intervention given the practical 

constraints of our partner. This prevented us from recruiting more coaches and adding a second treatment 

arm (for exposure to a supplementary intervention). Doing so in future studies offers the opportunity of 

examining an even richer set of research questions. 

 

A fifth limitation is that we only measure our mechanism at one point in time (at the midline) and so we 

could miss some strategic changes that happened earlier (just after baseline) or later (between midline and 

endline). Thus, despite rigorously verifying the occurrence of marketing strategy innovation by firms, our 

measures may not fully capture the causal chain if firms were experimenting with multiple strategies over 

time. For instance, our intervention may not have directly driven a change in strategy, but rather virtual 

coaching could have first prompted learning (e.g., of promising strategic alternatives) or search (e.g., for 

additional resources, help, etc.) which indirectly stimulated the strategic shift we measured at midline 

(Gans, Stren and Wu 2019). Such measurement challenges call attention to the need for more empirical 

work on strategic level marketing decisions – opportunities exist beyond the business model “analysis and 

adjustment” topics covered here, not to mention research on strategic shifting and its role in enhancing firm 

performance. Indeed, as a ‘call to arms’ for researchers, McKenzie emphasizes: “there remain many 

important open questions that need addressing… the number of studies of business education is still tiny 

compared to the vast literature on general education. I therefore hope we will continue to see more studies 

on this topic.” (2020, p.32). We trust that this study has helped move both the academic research and 

business practice among entrepreneurial firms in emerging markets in that direction. 
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Figure 1: The Impact of Virtual Business Coaching 

 

(1a) Main Effect: Change in Firm Sales Across the Distribution 
 

 
 

(1b) Mechanism: Marketing Strategy Innovation Across Types 
 

 
 

  



36 

Figure 2: Marketing Strategy Innovation – Analysis and Adjustment 

 

(2a) Analysis (of business model components) 
 

 
 

(2b) Adjustments (as business model components were modified) 
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Figure 3: Complementarity of Strategic Shifts and Tactical Practices (Mechanism) 
 

 (3a) Operations and Human Resource practices (3b) Marketing and Sales practices 
 

 
 

 

 
 

(3c) Finance and Accounting practices (3d) Complementarity of Shifts and Practices 
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Table 1: Impact of Virtual Coaching on Firm Sales (Main Effect) 
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Table 2: Impact of Virtual Coaching on Marketing Strategy Innovation – Strategic Shifting (Mechanism) 
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Table 3: Impact of Virtual Coaching on Marketing Strategy Innovation – Customer Value (Mechanism) 
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Table 4: Strategic Focus and Heterogeneous Treatment Effects (Mechanism) 
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Appendix 1: Comparison of Relevant Studies 
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Appendix 2: Conceptual Framework of Marketing Strategy Innovation 
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Appendix 3: Intervention Overview 

 

International Business Coaching via Virtual Collaboration Technology 
 

 
 

Entrepreneurs ‘Skyping’ with Coaches via Videoconferencing 
 

  
 

Local Ugandan Team of Client Relations Managers 
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Appendix 4a: Timeline and Sample 
 

 
 

Appendix 4b: Sequence of Effects 
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Appendix 5: Randomization and Summary Statistics – Baseline Sample 
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