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Introduction

I Small business owners in low-income settings often lack information on good business
strategies.

I Traditional training programs have been widely implemented and studied,
I But evidence on their effectiveness is mixed (McKenzie & Woodruff, 2014).
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Small business owners in low-income settings often lack information on good business
strategies.

| Traditional training programs have been widely implemented and studied,
| But evidence on their e ectiveness is mixed (McKenzie & Woodru , 2014).

Peer-to-peer learning can o er a morexible, context-speci ¢ and adaptive alternative
(Vega-Redondeet al., 2024).

I Yet many MSMEs may lack access to business networks that enable such exchanges

The widespread adoption of mobile phones, social media, and messaging apps, has
transformed how innovation and ideas are shared (Aghion & Howitt, 1992; Foreiaal.,
2005; Acemoglet al., 2016).

| Can virtual platforms be leveraged to foster peer-to-peer interactions?
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In this paper

I We implement virtual business discussion groups.
I And evaluate their impact through a randomized control trial.

I Sample: 1,100 micro-entrepreneurs in Monrovia, Liberia's capital city.

| 400 entrepreneurs were randomly invited to participate in the business discussions.
| 200 entrepreneurs participated in weekly business discussions, for six weeks.

I The intervention is very cost-e ective.

I Virtual platforms o er a scalablesolution for extending business networks to
micro-entrepreneurs.
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Literature Review

| Digital Technologies and Knowledge Di usion

Digital tools help overcome market barriers in developing economies.
|

They reduce information frictions and transaction costs (Jensen, 2007; Jack & Suri, 2014).
|

Enhance market access, reduce price dispersion, improve business practices (Aker, 2010; Hjort &
Poulsen, 2019).

Yet, small businesses face barriers: digital literacy, uncertain returns, network externalities (Foster &
Rosenzweig, 2010).
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Poulsen, 2019).
I Yet, small businesses face barriers: digital literacy, uncertain returns, network externalities (Foster &
Rosenzweig, 2010).
| Learning via Peer-to-Peer Interactions
Peer interactions improve knowledge transfer and performance.
I Group-based discussions shown e ective in China (Cai & Szeidl, 2018) and throughout Africa
(Vega-Redondo et al., 2024; Baseleret al., 2025; Asiedu et al., 2023).

I Mechanisms include tech adoption, information di usion, mentoring, and collaboration opportunities
(Beaman et al., 2021; Hardy & McCasland, 2021; Asieduet al., 2023; Baseleret al., 2025).

I Contribution of This Paper

I First experimental evidence orirtual business group discussions for
micro-entrepreneurs.
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Labor Market: The labor force is dominated by informal self-employment 75% of
workers are self-employed in agriculture (36%) or non-agricultural activities (39%). Only
1% of businesses are formally registered (HIES, 2016).

SSB Program: The Support for Small Businesses (SSBjogram is part of Liberia's
COVID-19 and food crisis response, supported by the World Bank, AFD, and SIDA.

SSB Timeline and Coverage: Implemented from Sept 2022-June 2023, the SSB
distributed $900 cash grant to 1,300 randomly selected bene ciaries amo8@00
applicants in Greater Monrovia targeting informal micro-entrepreneurs.

Discussion Groups Sample: SSB applicants, including grant recipients (grant lottery
winners) and non-recipients (grant lottery losers).

I Allows to benchmark e ect of discussion groups with e ect of grant.
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Business Discussion Groups

I Pilot Phase: Preliminary testing showed:

1. That discussions were most e ective among participants in similar sectors.
2. That an in-person kick-o meeting signi cantly improved participation.

I Participants: 1,131 individuals:

I From the two most represented sectors:
Trade & Retail of Food and Drinksand Clothing and Shoes
I In eight selected communities.

I Group Assignment: Budget constraints limited participation to 200 individuals.

I 434 eligible entrepreneurs were randomly selected for the treatment group,
anticipating 50% active participation.
I In-Person Launch: Treatment group invited to in-person meetings held within their
community.

I Randomly assigned to groups of 5-6 participants upon arrival.
| Transportation and lunch provided to encourage attendance.
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Business Discussion Groups (cont'd)

I Format: Weekly group phone discussions over ve weeks following the initial in-person
meeting.
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Business Discussion Groups (cont'd)

I Format: Weekly group phone discussions over ve weeks following the initial in-person
meeting.

I Discussion Topics:

I Week 1 (in-person): Business challenges and solutions
| Week 2: Innovative business strategies

I Week 3: Saving strategies

I Week 4: Income diversi cation

I Week 5: Motivation and stress management

| Week 6: Business growth and re ections

I Structure: Group composition remained xed throughout the intervention.
I Moderation: Each group was led by the same trained moderator weekly.

I Moderators encouraged participation and peer learning, without steering discussions
toward speci ¢ topics.

I Incentives: Participants who completed all six sessions received a small reward of $1.
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Timeline

I Survey Rounds: Full sample surveyed both pre- and post-intervention.

I Analysis Focus: Short-term impacts measured approximately six months after the
intervention.
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Timeline

I Survey Rounds: Full sample surveyed both pre- and post-intervention.

I Analysis Focus: Short-term impacts measured approximately six months after the
intervention.

I Survey Attrition: 1,039 entrepreneurs answered the endline out of the 1,131 (8%
attrition)

I No systematic di erence between survey respondents and non-respondents.
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Sample summary stats and balance

(1> @ @
Control Group Treatment Group Pairwise t-test

Variable N Mean/(SD) N Mean/(SD) N P-value

Female 696 0.807 435 0.795 1131 0.620
(0.395) (0.404)

Age 696 36.929 435 37.228 1131 0.683
(12.120) (11.767)

Literate 696 0.608 433 0.621 1129 0.651
(0.489) (0.486)

Age at rst employment 696 21.148 435 21.517 1131 0.305
(5.816) (6.002)

Has an active business 696 0.888 433 0.880 1129 0.682
(0.316) (0.325)

Total revenues 696 43.092 433 36.293 1129 0.018**
(50.129) (40.526)

Total cost 696 27.647 433 24.303 1129 0.224
(46.653) (42.077)

Sector: Clothing and Shoes 696 0.365 435 0.352 1131 0.653
(0.482) (0.478)

Sector: Retail of Food and Drinks 696 0.635 435 0.648 1131 0.653
(0.482) (0.478)
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Participation

# of obs  Prop. of sample

Invited to participate 434 1.000

Consented to participate 280 0.645
Attended in-person meeting 209 0.482
Attended second meeting 156 0.359
Attended third meeting 159 0.366
Attended fourth meeting 155 0.357
Attended fth meeting 155 0.357

Attended sixth meeting 162 0.373

I Conditional on attending the rst meeting, high participation rate

| Median attendance of ve out of six meetings.
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Invited to participate 434 1.000
Consented to participate 280 0.645
Attended in-person meeting 209 0.482
Attended second meeting 156 0.359
Attended third meeting 159 0.366
Attended fourth meeting 155 0.357
Attended fth meeting 155 0.357
Attended sixth meeting 162 0.373

Conditional on attending the rst meeting, high participation rate

| Median attendance of ve out of six meetings.
No correlation between ex-ante expressed interest and actual participé

High self-reported satisfaction ratée

Self-reported preferred topics include: nance topics (including savings), and growth and

sales strategies!
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Empirical Strategy
I We estimate the e ect of discussion groups with the following speci cation:

yi = + BDG+ Xj + j

| yj is the outcome of rmi in marketj

I BDG is a dummy that takes the value 1 if rm is invited to participate in business
discussion groups

| X is a vector of controls
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Empirical Strategy
I We estimate the e ect of discussion groups with the following speci cation:

yi = + BDG+ Xj + j

| yj is the outcome of rmi in marketj
I BDG is a dummy that takes the value 1 if rm is invited to participate in business
discussion groups
| X is a vector of controls
I Since not all business owners who were invited to participate in the business
discussion groups actually participated, we instrument participation with
assignment to treatment (treatment on the treated):

yi= + BDG+Xj + j

| BDG is a dummy that takes the value 1 when rrparticipates in the discussion
groups, and is instrumented BBDG a dummy that take the value 1 when rni is
invited to participate.
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Empirical Strategy (cont'd)

I For business outcomes that were measured both at baseline and at endline we
estimate using the two survey rounds, with round xed e ects:

yip =+ BDGit"'XijO + oot i

| BDG; is a dummy that takes the value 1 if rni is invited to participate in business
discussion groups
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Empirical Strategy (cont'd)

I For business outcomes that were measured both at baseline and at endline we
estimate using the two survey rounds, with round xed e ects:

Vig = + BDGi + Xjo + ¢+ it

| BDG; is a dummy that takes the value 1 if rni is invited to participate in business
discussion groups

I And we include the e ect of the grant (for benchmarking):

it = + BDGr+ Grang + Xjo + ¢+ i

I Grant, is a dummy that takes the value 1 if rm won the lottery including if they
were part of business discussion groups
I Xijo includes a dummy for attending the lottery
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Treatment E ect on Business Strategies
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Business Strategies

| Participants in business discussion groups used more innovative strategies
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Business Strategies: Innovation
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Business Strategies: Innovation

New suppliers (9%), New products (87%), New Prod Tech (22%), New Marketing Tech (78%), New
communities (39%)
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Business Strategies: Financial Planning
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Business Strategies: Financial Planning
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Business Strategies: Market Intelligence
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Business Strategies: Market Intelligence

Visited Comp Prices (28%), Visited Comp Products (15%), Asked Customers (43%), Asked former
cust (9%), Asked suppliers (0%
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