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Abstract

This study investigates the causal impact of targeted strategic management training modules on the performance
of small and medium-sized enterprise (SME) managers in emerging markets, with a focus on sub-Saharan Africa
(Nigeria, Ghana, Kenya) and South Asia (Pakistan, Bangladesh). SMEs, which constitute about 90% of
businesses, drive roughly 75% of employment and 45% of GDP in these economies, yet managers often lack
formal strategic skills amid resource constraints, institutional voids, and environmental volatility. Employing a
quasi-experimental design with propensity score matching, the research involved 320 SMEs (160 treatment, 160
control) across a six-month blended training program covering strategy formulation, implementation, performance
monitoring, and adaptive leadership. Pre- and post-intervention assessments (at 6 and 12 months) utilized surveys,
objective firm metrics, difference-in-differences estimation, ANCOVA, and structural equation modelling.
Results revealed significant improvements in managerial competencies (Cohen's d = 1.19-1.51), with large,
sustained gains in formulation, implementation, monitoring, and leadership skills. These translated into enhanced
firm performance: revenue growth increased by 11-14 percentage points more than controls, profitability margins
rose by 57 points, innovation output tripled, employee retention improved by 8-9%, and customer satisfaction
climbed notably (all p < 0.01; medium-to-large effect sizes). Mediation analysis confirmed that competency gains
fully mediated performance uplifts, aligning with resource-based view and dynamic capabilities theories. The
findings underscore strategic management training as a high-impact, scalable intervention for building resilience
and competitiveness in emerging contexts, where such capacity-building remains under-explored. Policymakers,
development agencies, and providers should prioritize context-adapted, blended programs to maximize SME
contributions to inclusive growth, while addressing minor skill decay through reinforcement mechanisms....
Keywords strategic management training, SME performance, emerging markets, managerial competencies,
dynamic capabilities..

INTRODUCTION

Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) represent the lifeblood of emerging economies, quietly powering
growth in regions where large corporations often dominate headlines. These businesses, typically defined as those
employing fewer than 250 people with modest turnover, account for approximately 90% of all enterprises
worldwide and play an outsized role in job creation and economic resilience. In emerging markets and developing
economies (EMDE's), their contributions are even more pronounced amid volatile currencies, infrastructure gaps,
and rapid technological shifts. Yet, despite this centrality, SME managers frequently navigate a perfect storm of
constraints—Ilimited access to capital, regulatory hurdles, and skill shortages—that threaten long-term viability.
This paper explores one promising intervention: targeted strategic management training modules and their
measurable effects on managers’ performance in these contexts.

Figure 1: Economic Contribution of SMEs in Emerging Markets

Share of Businesses 90%
Share of Employment 75%

Share of GDP/Value Added| 45%
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(Each . represents roughly 2.5 percentage points)

Figure 1 illustrates the scale of SMEs’ economic footprint in emerging markets. On average, they represent about
90% of businesses, contribute roughly 75% to employment, and generate around 45% of GDP or value added.
These figures underscore why enhancing managerial capabilities is not merely an academic exercise but a practical
imperative for sustainable development (International Finance Corporation & World Bank, 2025). These numbers
highlight the dominant role SMEs play: they make up the vast majority of firms and are the primary engine for
job creation, yet their contribution to overall economic output (GDP or value added) is comparatively lower —
often due to productivity gaps, limited scale, access to finance, technology, and markets. This disparity is precisely
why enhancing managerial capabilities in SMEs is a practical imperative rather than just an academic pursuit.
Better management practices (in areas like operations, finance, marketing, digital adoption, and human resources)
can help close that productivity gap, enabling these businesses to generate more value from the same resources,
sustain growth, create higher-quality jobs, and contribute more robustly to inclusive and sustainable development
in emerging economies.

The importance of SMEs extends beyond raw numbers. In countries across Africa, Latin America, and Asia, they
absorb surplus labour, foster inclusive growth, and often serve as the first point of entry for women and youth
entrepreneurs. During economic downturns—such as the COVID-19 pandemic or recent supply-chain
disruptions—they have demonstrated remarkable adaptability, pivoting toward digital tools and local sourcing.
However, this resilience is uneven. Many SME leaders possess strong operational instincts but lack formal tools
for long-term planning, environmental scanning, or resource orchestration. Without structured strategic thinking,
even promising ventures plateau or fail when external pressures intensify.

Empirical research consistently highlights these capability gaps. In a study of SME managers in Turkey’s
Karaman Organized Industrial Zone, Aytar and Selamet (2021) found that education level strongly correlates with
awareness of strategic management concepts, yet most participants reported limited knowledge of core tools such
as SWOT analysis, scenario planning, or balanced scorecards. Managers often default to reactive, short-term
decisions, leaving their firms vulnerable to competitive threats and market shifts. Similar patterns emerge across
emerging markets, where informal management styles prevail due to resource scarcity and the absence of
dedicated training ecosystems.

Strategic management practices—encompassing formulation, implementation, evaluation, and continuous
monitoring—offer a proven antidote. When applied systematically, they enable SMEs to align internal resources
with external opportunities, foster innovation, and build competitive advantage. Recent evidence from diverse
emerging contexts supports this link. Ishtiaq (2021) analyzed SMEs in Pakistan and documented significant
positive relationships between strategy formulation, implementation, evaluation, and overall business
performance, including profitability and market expansion. In Ivory Coast, Wang et al. (2025) reported that
strategic review and monitoring exert particularly strong effects on both financial (f = 0.938) and non-financial
outcomes, while formulation positively influences multiple performance dimensions. These studies echo broader
findings: strategic orientation helps SMEs navigate uncertainty more effectively than ad-hoc approaches.
However, the pathway from awareness to execution is rarely straightforward. Strategic management is not an
innate skill; it demands deliberate development through structured learning. Training modules that combine
theoretical frameworks with practical simulations, case studies tailored to local markets, and peer-learning
networks can bridge this divide. Such programs teach managers to craft vision statements, conduct competitor
analyses, allocate scarce resources strategically, and monitor key performance indicators in real time. The
potential payoff is substantial. When managers internalize these competencies, firms report improvements in
decision speed, risk mitigation, and employee engagement—outcomes that cascade into higher productivity and
survival rates.

Despite encouraging evidence on strategic practices, dedicated research on training interventions remains
surprisingly thin, especially in emerging markets. Most studies focus on whether SMEs adopt certain practices
rather than how targeted capacity-building programs enhance managerial performance. Adomako et al. (2022),
for instance, demonstrated that technological and networking capabilities foster strategic agility, which in turn
drives international performance among Ghanaian SMEs. Their work underscores the mediating role of agility
but stops short of examining how structured training cultivates these capabilities in the first place. Similarly,
systematic reviews covering 2019-2024 emphasize that while formal planning and innovation-oriented strategies
boost financial and non-financial metrics, the enabling role of manager-focused training modules is under-
explored (various sources synthesized in recent literature). This gap is particularly acute in dynamic emerging
contexts, where institutional voids amplify the need for rapid skill acquisition.

Emerging markets present unique boundary conditions that amplify the value of strategic management training.
High environmental dynamism—marked by policy volatility, infrastructure deficits, and digital disruption—
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demands precisely the agility Adomako et al. (2022) describe. Cultural factors, such as hierarchical decision-
making or relationship-based business norms, further shape how training translates into practice. Modules must
therefore be context-sensitive: incorporating local case studies, addressing language barriers, and blending online
accessibility with in-person workshops to accommodate busy owner-managers. Without such adaptation, even
well-designed programs risk low uptake or limited impact.

The present study addresses this lacuna through a rigorous empirical lens. Focusing on SME managers across
selected emerging markets (with particular emphasis on sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia), we evaluate the
causal impact of a standardized set of strategic management training modules on key performance indicators.
These modules cover strategy formulation, implementation tools, performance monitoring, and adaptive
leadership—delivered via blended learning over six months. Using a quasi-experimental design with pre- and
post-training surveys, matched control groups, and objective firm-level metrics (revenue growth, profitability
ratios, innovation output, and employee retention), we assess both immediate skill gains and downstream
organizational outcomes. Control variables include firm size, sector, managerial experience, and environmental
turbulence.

Performance Uplifts from Strategic Management Practices

Financial Performance | =15%
Non-Financial Outcomes ~25%
Innovation & Agility | ~30%
Overall Competitiveness | ~20%

(Each l represents roughly 2.5 percentage points | Sources: synthesized from meta-analyses, RCTs, and SME-
focused studies)

Figure 2 synthesizes reported performance uplifts associated with strategic management practices across recent
studies. Financial performance typically improves by around 15%, non-financial outcomes (customer satisfaction,
operational efficiency) by 25%, innovation and agility by 30%, and overall competitiveness by 20%. These
estimates, drawn from meta-patterns in Wang et al. (2025), Adomako et al. (2022), and related work, provide a
benchmark against which our training-specific findings can be compared.

Key insights from the literature supporting these ranges:

Financial gains often hover around 10-30% (e.g., ROI/gross margins improvements from formal planning,
productivity boosts of ~17% in experimental interventions like Indian textile firms adopting better practices).
Non-financial benefits frequently show stronger effects (e.g., higher customer retention, efficiency, and creativity
mediation leading to sustained gains).

Innovation/agility sees some of the largest reported uplifts (e.g., 20-40% in specific cases tied to digital/strategic
alignment and creativity).

Competitiveness reflects a balanced composite (often 15-25% in growth, survival, or market share metrics).

By quantifying the training-performance nexus, this research contributes to theory and practice in several ways.
Theoretically, it extends the resource-based view and dynamic capabilities perspective by demonstrating how
deliberate human-capital investments in strategic competencies create sustainable advantage in resource-
constrained settings. Practically, findings will inform policymakers, development agencies, and training providers
on designing scalable, cost-effective modules that maximize return on investment. For SME managers themselves,
the study offers actionable insights: evidence-based guidance on which training elements yield the highest
performance dividends and how to sustain gains amid daily operational pressures.

Ultimately, in an era where emerging markets must compete globally while addressing local development
goals, equipping SME leaders with strategic acumen is no longer optional—it is essential. This empirical analysis
illuminates both the promise and the practical pathways of strategic management training, offering a roadmap for
stakeholders committed to nurturing resilient, high-performing enterprises. The remainder of the paper details the
theoretical framework, methodology, results, discussion, and policy implications, building a comprehensive case
for investing in managerial development as a cornerstone of SME success in emerging economies.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) represent the economic engine of emerging markets, accounting for
the majority of businesses, employment generation, and innovation in regions such as sub-Saharan Africa,
Southeast Asia, and Latin America. In these contexts, SMEs face unique challenges including resource scarcity,
institutional voids, intense competition from imports, and rapid market shifts driven by globalization and digital
disruption. Strategic management training modules—structured programs focused on strategic planning, decision-
making, agility, resource allocation, and performance monitoring—have emerged as a promising intervention to
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equip SME managers with the competencies needed to enhance firm performance. This review synthesizes
empirical evidence from 2016 onward on strategic management practices, managerial training interventions, and
their interplay in emerging markets, revealing consistent positive associations while underscoring contextual gaps
that the present study addresses.

Strategic management practices form the foundation for SME competitiveness in volatile environments. Drawing
on the resource-based view (RBV) and dynamic capabilities theory, scholars argue that managerial ability to
formulate and execute strategies converts internal resources into sustained competitive advantage. Adomako et
al. (2022) examined 233 internationalizing SMEs in Ghana and demonstrated that technological and networking
capabilities foster strategic agility, which mediates improved international performance. Their time-lagged data
confirmed that agility enables SMEs to sense opportunities, seize them, and reconfigure resources amid
uncertainty—key in emerging economies where institutional support is limited. Similarly, Wang (2025) analyzed
SMEs in Abidjan, Ivory Coast, finding that strategic management practices (planning, implementation, and
evaluation) significantly boost both financial metrics (profitability, sales growth) and non-financial outcomes
(customer satisfaction, employee engagement). The study emphasized that in West African contexts, where 90%
of businesses are SMEs contributing 40% to GDP, strategic alignment mitigates sustainability risks and enhances
adaptability.

Empirical work in Nigeria reinforces these patterns. Obaje (2020) investigated service-sector SMEs and reported
a strong positive relationship between formal strategic planning adoption and performance indicators such as
revenue growth and market share. Managers who engaged in systematic environmental scanning and goal-setting
outperformed peers relying on ad-hoc approaches. Abodunde (2020) echoed this in Lagos, showing that strategic
planning directly correlates with operational efficiency and innovation output. Pett (2019) extended the discussion
to strategic orientations, finding that learning and entrepreneurial orientations predict higher SME performance
across emerging markets, while market orientation alone yields weaker results without complementary
capabilities. These studies collectively illustrate that strategic management is not merely theoretical but
empirically linked to survival and growth in resource-constrained settings.

Despite the evident benefits of strategic practices, adoption remains low among SME managers in emerging
markets due to skill deficiencies, time constraints, and limited access to formal education. Human capital
development through targeted training modules addresses this gap. McKenzie (2020) reassessed two decades of
evidence on small business training in developing countries and concluded that well-designed programs increase
profits and sales by 5-10% on average. His meta-analysis of randomized trials highlighted that traditional
classroom training yields modest but economically meaningful returns, particularly when supplemented with
mentoring, localization, or psychological elements. Earlier, Cravo and Piza (2016) conducted a meta-analysis of
40 rigorous evaluations across low- and middle-income countries (LMICs). They found that business support
services, including management training and technical assistance, generate standardized effect sizes of 0.13 on
firm performance, 0.15 on employment creation, and 0.11 on labor productivity. Matching grants paired with
training amplified these gains, underscoring the value of integrated interventions.

Region-specific studies provide deeper insight into training efficacy. Sonobe and Higuchi (2018) evaluated ILO’s
Start and Improve Your Business (SIYB) program combined with Kaizen elements in Ghana, Tanzania, and
Vietnam. In Tanzania’s garment cluster, trained firms increased value added by 50% relative to controls; Ghanaian
metal workshops limited profit declines to 10% (versus 30% for controls) amid import competition; and
Vietnamese participants showed virtually no profit erosion where controls lost 40%. Long-term follow-ups
revealed delayed but amplified effects—full impacts materialized three to five years post-training as entrepreneurs
iteratively applied lessons. The authors noted rising willingness-to-pay post-training (from 23% to 53% in
Vietnam), indicating initial underestimation of training value and a market failure that policy can correct.
Leadership-focused modules yield parallel benefits. Raby et al. (2021) analyzed the design, delivery, and impact
of SME leadership development programs across multiple countries. Their framework showed that programs
emphasizing strategic visioning, decision-making under uncertainty, and team empowerment accelerate scaling
and performance metrics such as revenue growth and employee retention. In emerging-market contexts, these
programs bridge the gap between generic management training and context-specific strategic competencies. Woo
(2025) further linked strategic leadership to SME performance in South Korea (an emerging-to-developed
transition economy), with corporate entrepreneurship and intrapreneurship mediating the relationship.
Transformational leadership dimensions—charisma, inspirational motivation, and intellectual stimulation—
enhanced innovation and adaptability.

In African settings, capacity-building programs consistently improve outcomes. Aladejebi (2018) examined
human capacity building initiatives in Nigeria and found direct positive effects on SME sustainability, innovation,
and financial performance. Government programs such as NEDEP, which incorporate entrepreneurship and
management training, extended firm lifespans beyond the critical five-year threshold. Madara (2023) reported that
marketing and financial management training modules significantly elevate micro and small enterprise
performance in Kenya, with trained managers demonstrating superior resource allocation and market
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responsiveness. Tshibangu (2020) highlighted barriers to effective leadership in African SMEs—Ilack of strategic
skills, cultural perceptions of consultation as weakness, and resource misallocation—and recommended
transformational leadership training to overcome them. Anning-Dorson (2024) added nuance by showing that
capability development (including customer-involvement skills acquired via training) follows an inverted U-shape
in high-competition Asian and African markets, implying optimal training dosage rather than indiscriminate
exposure.

Recent Nigerian evidence directly ties strategic management training to performance. Anyakoha (2025) surveyed
SME managers in South-East Nigeria and established a statistically significant positive correlation between
participation in structured strategic management modules and firm-level outcomes including profitability, market
expansion, and operational efficiency. The study recommended modular, context-tailored programs delivered
through SMEDAN or private providers to address local institutional voids.

Collectively, these studies affirm that strategic management training modules enhance SME managers’
performance by building dynamic capabilities, fostering agility, and aligning resources with market demands.
Theories such as RBV (Barney, 1991, extended in recent works) and dynamic capabilities (Teece et al., 1997,
Adomako et al., 2022) provide robust explanatory frameworks: training augments human capital, which in turn
strengthens firm-level resources. Empirical patterns are consistent across meta-analyses (Cravo & Piza, 2016;
McKenzie, 2020), regional experiments (Sonobe & Higuchi, 2018), and country-specific surveys (Obaje, 2020;
Anyakoha, 2025; Wang, 2025). Nevertheless, gaps persist. Most evidence examines general management or
entrepreneurship training rather than dedicated strategic management modules. Few studies employ rigorous
experimental designs in sub-Saharan Africa, particularly Nigeria, to isolate causal impacts on performance while
controlling for selection bias and endogeneity. Longitudinal assessments of module content (e.g., simulation-
based strategic planning versus traditional lectures) remain scarce. Contextual moderators—such as firm size,
sector, or digital infrastructure—receive limited attention. The present empirical analysis in emerging markets
fills these voids by examining the direct and moderated effects of targeted strategic management training modules
on SME managers’ performance, employing mixed methods to capture both quantitative outcomes and qualitative
implementation insights. This advances the literature toward more actionable, context-sensitive policy and
practice recommendations.

METHODOLOGY

Theoretical Framework

The study is grounded in two complementary theoretical perspectives: the Resource-Based View (RBV) and
Dynamic Capabilities Theory. The RBV posits that firms achieve sustained competitive advantage through
unique, valuable, rare, inimitable, and non-substitutable resources, including human capital such as managerial
knowledge and skills (Barney, 1991, as extended in recent applications). In the context of SMEs in emerging
markets, strategic management competencies represent critical intangible resources that enable better resource
orchestration amid institutional voids, resource scarcity, and environmental turbulence.

Dynamic Capabilities Theory builds on RBV by emphasizing the firm's ability to integrate, build, and reconfigure
internal and external competences to address rapidly changing environments (Teece et al., 1997; Teece, 2018).
For SME managers, training modules foster dynamic capabilities—such as sensing opportunities, seizing them
through strategic planning, and transforming operations—leading to improved performance. Recent empirical
work in emerging markets supports this linkage: strategic agility, often developed through capability-building
interventions, mediates the relationship between firm resources and international or financial performance
(Adomako et al., 2022).

This dual framework underpins the hypothesis that targeted strategic management training enhances managers'
ability to formulate, implement, and evaluate strategies, thereby improving firm-level outcomes like profitability,
growth, and innovation. The intervention is viewed as a deliberate investment in human capital to develop these
capabilities, particularly relevant in volatile emerging contexts where SMEs face high uncertainty (Wang et al.,
2025).

Research Design

The study adopts a quasi-experimental design with pre- and post-intervention measurements and a matched
control group to evaluate the causal impact of strategic management training modules on SME managers'
performance. Quasi-experimental approaches are suitable when full randomization is impractical due to ethical,
logistical, or contextual constraints in emerging markets, yet they allow for robust inference through careful
matching and controls (as applied in similar training impact studies; e.g., meta-analyses of management training
programs).

Participants were assigned to either the treatment group (receiving the training) or a control group (no training
during the study period) based on voluntary enrollment and propensity score matching to ensure baseline
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equivalence on key variables such as firm size, sector, manager experience, and prior performance. The design
includes:

Pre-training assessment (T0): Baseline surveys and objective firm metrics.

Intervention: A six-month blended training program (online modules + in-person workshops) covering strategy
formulation, implementation, monitoring, and adaptive leadership, tailored to emerging market challenges (e.g.,
local case studies from sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia).

Post-training assessment (T1): Immediate post-intervention measurement (at 6 months).

Follow-up (T2): 12-month follow-up to assess sustained effects.

This pretest-post-test with control group structure minimizes threats to internal validity, such as maturation or
history effects, while external validity is enhanced by focusing on real-world SME settings in emerging markets.
Ethical considerations included informed consent, voluntary participation, and deferred training access for
controls post-study.

The study relied partly on self-reported surveys to assess managerial competencies and perceived performance
improvements, which may introduce social desirability bias, where participants overstate gains to align with
expected outcomes. To mitigate this, responses were fully anonymized and confidential, reducing evaluation
apprehension. Additionally, self-reported data were triangulated with objective performance metrics, including
firm-level indicators such as revenue growth, profitability ratios, and employee productivity data collected pre-
and post-training. These measures enhanced data credibility and validity, ensuring observed effects reflect genuine
improvements rather than reporting artifacts

Overview of Training Module

The training program comprised five targeted modules designed to enhance SME managers’ strategic
competencies in emerging markets: (1) Strategic Planning and Visioning, (2) Financial Decision-Making and
Resource Allocation, (3) Market Analysis and Competitive Positioning, (4) Operational Efficiency and Supply
Chain Management, and (5) Leadership, Innovation, and Change Management.

Pedagogical approaches combined active learning techniques, including real-world case studies from emerging
economies, interactive simulations, group problem-solving exercises, and reflective action-learning projects.
Participants applied concepts directly to their businesses through assignments and peer feedback sessions.

A blended learning format—integrating online and in-person delivery—was adopted to maximize effectiveness.
Online components (via LMS platforms) provided flexible access to theoretical content, video lectures, and self-
paced assessments, accommodating SME managers’ demanding schedules. In-person workshops facilitated
experiential learning, networking, role-playing, and immediate feedback.

This hybrid approach strengthened the link between training design and outcomes by improving knowledge
retention, enabling contextual application, and fostering behavioral change. It addressed barriers such as time
constraints and geographic dispersion common in emerging markets, resulting in higher engagement and
measurable performance improvements observed in the empirical analysis.

Objective Performance Metrics

Firm performance data were collected using a mixed-method approach to ensure reliability. Revenue growth,
profitability ratios (e.g., net profit margin and return on assets), and employee productivity metrics were primarily
obtained from official company financial records and tax filings submitted by participants. Where available, these
were cross-verified with third-party sources such as chamber of commerce registries or audited financial
statements. To minimize inaccuracies, self-reported supplementary data were only accepted when corroborated
by at least one official document. Validation procedures included consistency checks across pre- and post-training
periods, outlier detection, and follow-up interviews for clarification. All data were anonymized during analysis.
This rigorous collection and validation process strengthened the objectivity of performance measures and
reinforced the credibility of the training impact findings.

Population of the Study, Sample Size & Sampling Technique

The target population comprises SME managers/owners in selected emerging markets, specifically sub-Saharan
Africa (Nigeria, Ghana, Kenya) and South Asia (Pakistan, Bangladesh), where SMEs dominate economic activity
but face managerial skill gaps. SMEs are defined per local standards (e.g., <250 employees and annual turnover
below specified thresholds). The accessible population includes registered SMEs in urban and peri-urban areas
with at least 5 employees and operating for 3+ years, drawn from business registries, chambers of commerce, and
SME development agency databases.

A purposive stratified sampling technique was employed to ensure representation across sectors (manufacturing,
services, trade, ICT) and firm sizes (micro, small, medium). Initial screening identified eligible firms via online
directories and networks. Propensity score matching then paired treatment and control participants based on
covariates (firm age, size, sector, manager education/experience, baseline performance) to approximate
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randomization. The sample size was determined using power analysis for detecting medium effect sizes (Cohen's
d = 0.5) in pre-post designs with 80% power and o = 0.05, yielding approximately 120-150 per group. Accounting
for 20-25% attrition, the final sample targeted 350 SMEs (175 treatment, 175 control). Actual recruitment
achieved 320 usable cases (160 per group) after exclusions for incomplete data or dropout, consistent with similar
studies in emerging contexts (e.g., Wang et al., 2025, n=300; Adomako et al., 2022, n=233).

The criteria for selecting SMEs is based on the fact that they are fit into the employee size requirement (10 — 250),
annual turnover figures (<$15m), location in an emerging market economy, operational viability and managers’
consent to participate in strategic planning. Furthermore the sample is representative of the population of SMEs
in each country in targeted sectors though limited by voluntary participation and urban bias.

Method of Data Collection

Primary data were collected through a multi-method approach combining structured surveys and objective firm
records. A validated questionnaire, adapted from established scales (e.g., strategic management practices from
Ishtiaq, 2021; performance metrics from Wang et al., 2025), measured:

Managerial competencies (self-reported pre/post on Likert scales for strategy formulation, implementation, etc.).
Firm performance: financial (revenue growth, profitability ratios), non-financial (innovation output, employee
retention, customer satisfaction).

Surveys were administered digitally (via platforms like Microsoft Forms or SurveyMonkey) and supplemented
by phone/in-person follow-ups to accommodate low digital literacy in some areas. Objective data included audited
financial statements or tax filings where available, and self-reported metrics verified against secondary sources
(e.g., bank statements) for a subset.

Secondary data from SME registries and national statistics provided contextual variables (e.g., environmental
turbulence indices). Data collection occurred at TO, T1, and T2, with trained enumerators ensuring consistency
and minimizing bias through standardized protocols. Response rates averaged 85-90% across waves, with non-
response bias checked via demographic comparisons.

Method of Data Presentation & Analysis

Data presentation uses descriptive statistics (means, standard deviations, frequencies) and inferential techniques.
Tables summarize demographics, baseline equivalence, and changes over time; charts visualize trends (e.g., pre-
post differences in performance indicators).

Analysis employs:

Paired t-tests/Wilcoxon signed-rank tests for within-group pre-post changes.

Independent t-tests/Mann-Whitney U tests for between-group differences.

Analysis of Covariance (ANCOVA) or Difference-in-Differences (DiD) to estimate treatment effects while
controlling for covariates.

Structural Equation Modelling (SEM) or mediation analysis to test pathways (e.g., training — managerial
competencies — firm performance), using software like SPSS/AMOS or Stata.

Robustness checks include propensity score weighting, intention-to-treat analysis, and sensitivity tests for
attrition.

Assumptions (normality, homogeneity) were verified; non-parametric alternatives applied as needed. Significance
level set at p < 0.05, with effect sizes (Cohen's d, partial eta-squared) reported. This rigorous approach ensures
reliable inference on the training's impact in emerging market SMEs.

LIMITATIONS

Although the quasi-experimental design provided valuable insights, the non-randomized nature of participant
selection limits causal inference. Potential unobserved confounding variables and selection bias may influence
the observed relationship between training participation and performance outcomes. Managers who volunteered
might differ systematically in motivation or firm characteristics from non-participants. Future research should
address these issues through randomized controlled trials (RCTs), randomly assigning SME managers to treatment
and control groups. Such designs would better isolate the training’s causal impact while controlling for
confounding factors, thereby strengthening the generalizability of findings in emerging markets

Result Presentation & Discussion of Findings

This section presents the empirical findings from the quasi-experimental evaluation of strategic management
training modules on SME managers' performance in emerging markets (sub-Saharan Africa: Nigeria, Ghana,
Kenya; South Asia: Pakistan, Bangladesh). Data from 320 SMEs (160 treatment, 160 control) across three waves
(pre-training TO, post-training T1 at 6 months, follow-up T2 at 12 months) were analyzed using descriptive
statistics, difference-in-differences (DiD), ANCOVA, paired t-tests, and structural equation modelling (SEM) in
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Stata 18 and AMOS 26. Results are organized by key research questions: changes in managerial competencies,
firm performance improvements, and mediating pathways.

Descriptive Statistics and Baseline Equivalence

At baseline (T0), groups showed no significant differences in key covariates after propensity score matching (all
p > 0.05). Mean firm age was 7.2 years (SD = 3.1), average employees 42 (SD = 28), and sectors distributed as
manufacturing (38%), services (32%), trade (20%), ICT (10%). Managerial experience averaged 11.4 years (SD
= 5.2). Baseline strategic management competency scores (Likert 1-5 scale) were similar: treatment M = 2.68 (SD
=0.71), control M= 2.71 (SD = 0.68). Firm performance metrics (e.g., annual revenue growth rate 8.4% treatment
vs. 8.2% control; profitability margin 11.1% vs. 11.3%) confirmed equivalence.

Changes in Managerial Competencies
Training significantly enhanced self-reported strategic competencies. Paired t-tests showed large within-group
improvements in the treatment group from TO to T1, with gains largely sustained at T2.

Table 1: Pre-Post Changes in Strategic Management Competencies (Treatment Group, Likert 1-5 Scale)

TO T1 T2
Competency Mean (Mean [Mean
(SD) (SD) (SD)
2.68 4.10 3.95
(0.71)  ||(0.62) 1|(0.65)

Strategy 2.75 4.06 3.92
Implementation (0.69) |(0.58) ||(0.61)

Performance

T 2.62 4.00 3.88
Monitoring & +1.38 19.04 ||<0.001 {|1.51
Evaluation (0.74)  ]|(0.60) 1/(0.63)

TO to TI|ft- p- Cohen's
Change ||value ||value ||d

Strategy Formulation +1.42 18.76 ||<0.001|1.48

+1.31 17.22 ||<0.0011|1.36

2.80 3.99 3.85

©0.68) 059 |l0.62 |19 15.89 ([<0.001[1.26

Adaptive Leadership

Control group changes were minimal and non-significant (all p > 0.10). Between-group DiD estimates at T1
confirmed treatment effects ranging from B = 1.25 to 1.40 (all p < 0.001), controlling for covariates. Gains
persisted at T2, though slightly attenuated (average retention 82-89% of T1 improvement), indicating sustained
but not fully permanent skill acquisition.

Firm Performance Improvements

Objective and perceptual firm performance showed clear divergence post-intervention. DiD models (controlling
for firm size, sector, manager experience, environmental turbulence) revealed significant positive treatment
effects.

Table 2: Difference-in-Differences Estimates of Treatment Effects on Firm Performance (Percentage
Points or % Change)

Treatment Control DiD ) DiD ) Effect Size
Outcome Variable Change (TO0 to||Change Estimate (f) s alue Estimate Balue (Cohen's d)

T1) (TO to T1) |lat T1 (B) at T2
[Revenue Growth (%) |[+18.7 |[+4.2 |[14.5 |<0.001][11.2 |<0.01 ]/0.92 |
Profitability  Margin 7 ¢ 1.1 6.7 <0.001/5.0 <0.001/[0.85
(pp)
Return  on  Assets

+5.2 +0.8 4.4 <0.001(3.8 <0.01 0.78
(ROA, pp)
Innovation Output] 16
(new +1.7 (count)  ||+0.1 (fRR=3 43) <0.001|(1.4 <0.001 |-
products/services) )
Employee Retention
Rate (%) +11.6 +2.3 9.3 <0.01 |[7.8 <0.05 |0.65
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Treatment Control DiD ) DiD ) Effect Size
Outcome Variable Change (TO0 to||Change Estimate (f) 5 alue Estimate Balue (Cohen's d)
T1) (TO to T1) |lat T1 (p) at T2
Customer Satisfaction|
+ +
(NPS) 14.8 3.1 11.7 <0.0019.5 <0.001]|1.12

Effect sizes were medium to large (Cohen's d =~ 0.65-1.12 for financial metrics; n? partial ~ 0.18-0.32 in
ANCOVA). SEM confirmed mediation: training — enhanced competencies (f = 0.78, p < 0.001) — firm
performance (B = 0.62, p <0.001), with indirect effect significant (bootstrapped 95% CI [0.41, 0.68]).

DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS

The results provide strong empirical support for the hypothesized positive impact of strategic management training
on SME managers' performance in emerging markets. The substantial gains in strategic competencies (Table 1)
align with prior evidence that structured interventions build dynamic capabilities in resource-constrained settings
(Adomako et al., 2022). Training modules—blending theory, local case studies, and practical simulations—
effectively addressed common gaps in formal planning and monitoring noted in earlier studies (Aytar & Selamet,
2021; Ishtiag, 2021).

Firm-level outcomes (Table 2) echo and extend recent findings from Ivory Coast, where strategic practices
(especially monitoring) strongly predicted financial ( = 0.94) and non-financial performance (Wang et al., 2025).
Here, the training-induced competency uplift translated into tangible improvements: revenue growth uplifts of
11-14% (DiD) surpass synthesized benchmarks of 15-25% from practice adoption alone, suggesting training
accelerates and amplifies effects in emerging contexts.

Non-financial gains—particularly innovation and retention—highlight training's role in fostering agility amid
volatility, consistent with dynamic capabilities theory (Teece, 2018). In high-uncertainty environments (e.g.,
currency fluctuations, regulatory shifts), trained managers likely applied sensing-seizing-transforming processes
more effectively. Slight attenuation at T2 implies some decay, possibly due to operational pressures or lack of
reinforcement, recommending follow-up booster sessions or peer networks for sustainability. Sectoral differences
(stronger effects in manufacturing/ICT) and size moderation (larger SMEs benefited more) suggest boundary
conditions warranting future exploration.

Overall, these findings affirm strategic management training as a high-impact, scalable intervention for SME
resilience in emerging markets. They extend RBV and dynamic capabilities frameworks by demonstrating human-
capital investments yield measurable advantages where institutional support is limited. Policymakers and
development agencies should prioritize such programs, potentially through subsidized blended delivery, to
maximize economic contributions from SMEs.

Practical Implementation Challenges

Significant challenges emerged during program delivery that offer valuable lessons for scaling. Logistically,
unreliable internet connectivity in rural and semi-urban emerging markets hindered consistent access to online
modules, necessitating flexible scheduling and offline resource kits. Culturally, some managers initially resisted
participatory approaches due to hierarchical business norms, requiring additional rapport-building sessions to
encourage open discussion and peer learning. Resource constraints, including managers’ time limitations amid
operational demands and limited training venues, posed further difficulties. Preliminary findings indicate that
these barriers moderately reduced completion rates in remote areas. Addressing them through localized
facilitators, mobile-friendly content, and stronger institutional partnerships will be critical for improving
accessibility and effectiveness in future implementations.

CONCLUSION AND POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

This empirical study demonstrates that targeted strategic management training modules significantly enhance
SME managers’ competencies and firm performance in emerging markets. Using a quasi-experimental design
with 320 matched SMEs across Nigeria, Ghana, Kenya, Pakistan, and Bangladesh, the intervention produced
large, sustained gains in strategy formulation, implementation, monitoring, and adaptive leadership (Cohen’s d =
1.26—1.51). These skill improvements translated into tangible business outcomes: revenue growth increased by
11-14 percentage points more than controls, profitability margins rose by 5—7 points, innovation output tripled,
employee retention improved by 8—9%, and customer satisfaction scores climbed by nearly 10 points (all p <
0.01). Mediation analysis confirmed that enhanced managerial competencies fully explained the performance
uplift, providing robust support for the resource-based view and dynamic capabilities theory in resource-
constrained settings (Adomako et al., 2022; Teece, 2018).
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The findings extend prior research by moving beyond correlational evidence of strategic practices to causal proof
that structured, context-adapted training accelerates these practices. In volatile emerging economies—where
institutional voids, currency fluctuations, and digital disruption are daily realities—trained managers
demonstrated greater agility and foresight, enabling SMEs to seize opportunities that untrained peers missed. The
six-month blended program proved both effective and feasible, achieving high retention rates (82—89% of gains
at 12-month follow-up) despite operational pressures typical of owner-managed firms. These results carry
important theoretical and practical weight. Theoretically, they show that deliberate human-capital investments in
strategic competencies create sustainable advantage precisely where traditional resources are scarce. Practically,
they validate training as a high-ROI lever for SME resilience and growth—the very enterprises that generate 75%
of employment and 45% of value added across emerging markets. While slight skill decay at follow-up highlights
the need for reinforcement, the overall pattern is clear: strategic management training is not a luxury but a
necessity for SMEs to thrive amid uncertainty.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Based on the findings of the study, the following recommendations are made;

Policymakers and development agencies should mainstream strategic management training into national SME
support programs. Governments in sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia can integrate subsidized blended modules
into existing initiatives (e.g., Nigeria’s SMEDAN, Kenya’s MSME Act, or Pakistan’s SMEDA), allocating 5—
10% of SME development budgets to such capacity-building. International partners like the World Bank, IFC,
and USAID should scale similar interventions, incorporating local case studies and digital platforms to reach
remote owner-managers cost-effectively. Public-private partnerships with business schools and chambers of
commerce can ensure quality and relevance.

SME owners and managers are urged to invest proactively in their own development. Even without subsidies, the
documented returns—11-14% extra revenue growth and tripled innovation—far exceed typical training costs.
Leaders should prioritize the four core modules (formulation, implementation, monitoring, adaptive leadership)
and schedule quarterly booster sessions or peer-learning circles to sustain gains. Firms in manufacturing and ICT
sectors, which showed strongest effects, stand to benefit most and should lead adoption.

Training providers must design future programs with three principles in mind: (1) context-sensitivity (local
examples, language options, hybrid delivery), (2) practical application (simulations, action plans tied to
participants’ businesses), and (3) built-in reinforcement (follow-up mentoring and digital refreshers). Certification
linked to measurable performance targets would further motivate participation.

For future research, scholars should test these modules in additional emerging markets (Latin America, Southeast
Asia) using fully randomized controlled trials where feasible. Longitudinal studies beyond 12 months, sectoral
deep-dives, and cost-benefit analyses would strengthen the evidence base. Finally, exploring digital-only versus
blended formats could inform scalable, low-cost models for micro-enterprises.

By acting on these recommendations, stakeholders can transform SME managerial capability from a persistent
weakness into a powerful driver of inclusive economic growth. Strategic management training offers a proven,
practical pathway toward resilient, competitive, and sustainable small businesses—the backbone of emerging
economies.

Limitations of the Study

This study has several limitations that warrant cautious interpretation of the findings. First, the quasi-experimental
design, while robust, lacks full randomization due to ethical and logistical constraints in recruiting busy SME
owners across Nigeria, Ghana, Kenya, Pakistan, and Bangladesh. Although propensity score matching minimized
baseline differences, unobservable selection bias (e.g., higher motivation among treatment participants) may
persist. Secondly, reliance on self-reported managerial competencies introduces potential social desirability bias,
especially post-training. Objective measures of strategic decision quality were not feasible within resource
constraints. Third, the 12-month follow-up period limits insight into long-term sustainability; skill decay or
performance reversion could emerge beyond this horizon. Also, the sample, though diverse across sectors and
countries, was purposively drawn from urban/peri-urban registered SMEs with access to training infrastructure,
potentially reducing generalizability to rural, informal, or micro-enterprises. Finally, external validity may be
constrained by context-specific factors (e.g., economic conditions during 2025-2026 data collection), and the
blended training format may not fully represent purely online or in-person alternatives. These limitations highlight
avenues for future randomized, longer-term, and more inclusive studies in emerging markets.

Future Research Directions

While the current study demonstrates positive short-term effects of blended strategic management training, several
avenues warrant further investigation. Future research should assess the long-term sustainability of performance
improvements beyond 12 months through longitudinal designs. Comparative studies exploring fully digital-only
modules could evaluate their effectiveness against blended formats, particularly regarding accessibility and cost-
efficiency in resource-constrained settings. Additionally, testing the program in rural areas and among micro-
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enterprises (fewer than 10 employees) would enhance generalizability across diverse SME contexts. Sector-
specific adaptations, such as tailoring modules for agriculture or retail, and cross-country comparative analyses in
other emerging markets are also recommended. These directions would deepen understanding of training
scalability and contextual effectiveness.
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