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Soft Skills Training for Entrepreneurship 
and Workforce Development 
WHAT ARE WE LEARNING ABOUT EFFECTIVE 
IMPLEMENTATION AT SCALE? 

Soft-skills training—specifically Personal Initiative (PI) Training—has shown promising effects on business 
outcomes for entrepreneurs. Yet, results vary by context and gender, and implementation could 
significantly shape effectiveness, so a better understanding of the mechanisms behind the intervention 
could help implementers deploy it more successfully. Similarly, as efforts to scale these programs grow, 
so do the challenges: selecting and retaining the right trainers, adapting content for digital formats, and 
sustaining participant engagement across diverse settings.

This review discusses some practical elements that might require special attention when implementing 
soft skills and PI training: curriculum design, participant targeting, alignment with constraints, training 
dosage, reinforcement mechanisms, and trainer selection. Each of these factors could affect both cost 
and impact—but to what degree remains an open question. Moving from isolated successes to broad, 
lasting impact will require models that function within real-world constraints, such as limited or uncertain 
funding, staff turnover, and uneven digital access. Tackling these issues will demand more evidence 
and creative solutions—like AI-supported delivery, new engagement strategies to reduce attrition in 
asynchronous formats, and funding structures that allow capable local partners to retain skilled staff.

Credits © Wazzkii /Shutterstock
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I. Introduction

IPA’s Best Bets report identifies soft skills training 
as a promising intervention with robust evidence 
suggesting its effectiveness in boosting business 
profits and sales. The term soft skills training is used to 
encompass a variety of programs designed to develop 
a diverse range of non-technical abilities, attitudes, 
and behaviors that enable people to navigate social 
and professional settings effectively and to improve 
intrapersonal and interpersonal skills. Some recent 
impact evaluations have shown the potential of these 
type of trainings, including Personal Initiative (PI) 
training, which fosters an entrepreneurial mindset; 
the Self-Empowerment and Equity for Change 
Initiative (SEE Change), which promotes personal 
agency, emotional regulation and goal setting; and 
the Digital Opportunity Trust (DOT) program, which 
nurtures entrepreneurial spirit and self-esteem. 
However, a significant knowledge gap remains on the 
implementation side. Gaining deeper insights into this 
aspect could help organizations design more cost-
effective and sustainable training models.

Though the term soft skills training  is broad, this 
document focuses on PI training. This focus stems 
from the extensive evidence behind its widespread 
implementation across various contexts. PI training 
has demonstrated significant potential in improving 
business outcomes, but the intervention has been 
more effective in certain contexts than others. After 
promising results in Uganda, a study in Togo showed 
one of the largest and more sustained long-term 
effects2 of PI training. However, results were less 
pronounced in Jamaica and Ethiopia. These findings 
underscore the need for additional research to better 

PI training is a psychological entrepreneurship training developed by Prof. Michael 
Frese, Prof. Michael Gielnik, and their team at the Leuphana University of Lüneburg.3 
It is based on action principles, which Glaub et al. (2016) describe as practical, easy-
to-grasp rules of thumb that guide entrepreneurs to demonstrate more personal 
initiative. These principles focus on goal-setting, information gathering, planning, and 
feedback, aligning with the three core components of PI: self-starting, proactive/
future orientation, and overcoming barriers/persistence. According to Glaub et al. 
(2014), PI training is meant to transmit action principles, through learning by doing, 
which will help participants to increase their personal initiative behavior, leading them 
to actively pursue entrepreneurial tasks (develop new ideas, identify and harness 
new opportunities before competitors, prepare for future opportunities or problems, 
overcome barriers, etc.), which in turn lead to business growth and success.

understand the conditions under which PI training 
can be effectively deployed—and to identify the 
key ingredients that make it successful. At the same 
time, the challenges around the scaling of PI training 
could be relevant for the broader soft-skill training 
field, particularly in developing scalable models and 
identifying key components necessary for success.

Effectively delivering PI training and fostering 
mindset shifts involves more than just transferring 
knowledge. It requires a strategic approach rooted in 
psychological principles, where choices like trainer 
selection, duration, and incorporating practice and 
mentoring are carefully aligned with the intervention’s 
core mechanisms to ensure both effectiveness and 
cost-efficiency. In this document, we explore key 
implementation factors we have identified that are 
essential for delivering effective PI training, along 
with pivotal questions that could influence the 
development of a scalable program. We also highlight 
areas where further research and collaboration could 
prove beneficial in addressing these questions. These 
insights are informed by a combination of evidence 
from diverse studies and valuable contributions from 
implementing partners with direct field experience.4

This document is also a call to action, inviting 
researchers, practitioners, and funders to join forces, 
leveraging existing evidence while addressing critical 
gaps. By pooling resources and insights, we can refine 
the design of soft skills training programs, enhance 
their effectiveness, and expand their reach to more 
entrepreneurs seeking to improve their businesses, as 
well as organizations looking for scalable, evidence-
based training solutions.

https://poverty-action.org/best-bets
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/feature/2018/01/18/new-mindset-increased-profits-lessons-from-an-innovative-entrepreneurial-training-in-togo
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/feature/2018/01/18/new-mindset-increased-profits-lessons-from-an-innovative-entrepreneurial-training-in-togo
https://www.google.com/url?q=https://journals.aom.org/doi/10.5465/amle.2013.0234&sa=D&source=docs&ust=1750191228647084&usg=AOvVaw2ZIcT4H4Q_7a9xeSuNU8WM
https://poverty-action.org/thinking-entrepreneur-boosting-small-business-growth-with-mindset-training-togo
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=5134000
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=5134000
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3374406
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=5134000
https://journals.aom.org/doi/10.5465/amle.2013.0234
https://journals.aom.org/doi/10.5465/amle.2013.0234
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The table presents an overview of various PI training interventions across different countries, highlighting their 
characteristics, outcomes, and associated costs. The results consistently show that PI training leads to significant 
business improvements, including increased profits, higher sales, and greater employment generation, often 
surpassing Traditional Business Training. Notably, PI training in Togo led to sustained long-term profit growth, 
especially among men, as a result of capital accumulation.

Implementation costs vary, with PI training in Togo costing around USD 756 per participant but recovering its 
costs within a year, while in Jamaica it was significantly cheaper at USD 212 per participant but did not have 
a lasting impact. Differences in program structure, follow-up visits, and target populations might influence 
both the effectiveness and sustainability of outcomes, making PI training a promising yet context-dependent 
entrepreneurship intervention.

Country Intervention Characteristics of 
the intervention Sample Main result Cost

Togo

PI Training vs 
Traditional 
Business 
Training 
Follow-up visits

36 hours of 
classroom 
instruction over 4 
weeks  and 3-hour 
follow-up visits/
month for 4 months 
(for both groups)

1,500 1,500 
microenterprisesmicroenterprises

PI training led to a 30 percent 
profit increase, surpassing 
the 11 percent gain from 
Traditional Business Training, 
with the USD 750 cost per 
participant recovered in under 
a year. Firms also borrowed 
more and employed more 
workers.

PI training cost per 
participant was USD 756. 
It led to an average increase 
in monthly profits of USD 
60 over the first 2 years. The 
program was highly cost-
effective, as it recuperated 
its costs in about a year.

Togo 
(Seven-year 
follow-up)

PI Training vs 
Traditional 
Business 
Training 
Follow-up visits

36 hours of 
classroom 
instruction over 4 
weeks  and 3-hour 
follow-up visits/
month for 4 months 
(for both groups)

1,500 1,500 
microenterprisesmicroenterprises

PI training led to long-term 
lasting effects, with profits 
increasing by USD 91 per 
month, exceeding the two-
year impact.
Men’s gains grow over time 
through capital accumulation 
and self-efficacy; women’s 
remain flat or decline due to 
limited capital build-up.

PI training cost per 
participant was USD 756.

Uganda PI Training 3-day program 100 small business 
owners

PI training enhanced 
entrepreneurial skills and 
success, resulting in higher 
sales, more employees, and 
improved personal initiative.

No information.

Ethiopia

Two RCTs: 
1) PI Training 
and Traditional 
Business 
Training
2) Digital 
Opportunity 
Trust (DOT) 
program 

•	 PI: 40 hours over 
10 half days.

•	 Traditional 
Training: 40 hours 
over 10 half days.

•	 DOT: 30-hour 
course offered 
over 15 to 20 days

•	 1st RCT: 
2,000 women 
entrepreneurs

•	 2nd RCT: 
800 women 
entrepreneurs

The first RCT found no 
evidence of impacts on 
business performance.
In the second RCT, the trained 
group saw a 30 percent profit 
boost over the comparison 
group, with notable increases 
in personal initiative and self-
efficacy. Results suggested 
better results for trainers with 
business experience.

The training cost per 
participant was USD 30 per 
person. It did not include 
follow-up visits, a factor 
contributing to the higher 
cost in Togo.

Jamaica

PI  Training 
+ Traditional 
Business 
Training vs 
Intensive PI 
Training

•	  Combined PI + 
Traditional: 40 
hours over 10 
days

•	 Intensive PI: 40 
hours over 10 
days

945 entrepreneurs

Intensive PI training yielded 
short-term business 
improvements, with a 0.28 
standard deviation increase in 
profit and sales metrics after 
three months, mainly among 
men, but these effects faded 
after a year.

The training cost for 
each participant was 
approximately USD 212.

II. Results from Personal Initiative Training in Different Settings

https://poverty-action.org/thinking-entrepreneur-boosting-small-business-growth-with-mindset-training-togo
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=5134000
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=5134000
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=5134000
https://business.uoregon.edu/sites/default/files/media/Glaub_Frese_Fischer_Hoppe.pdf
https://documents.worldbank.org/en/publication/documents-reports/documentdetail/247671560784088055/full-esteem-ahead-mindset-oriented-business-training-in-ethiopia
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3374406
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III. Implementation Considerations
       Key Factors Identified

Decisions—such as selecting the right type of 
trainer, determining the training duration, and how to 
incorporate elements like practice, reinforcement, 
and mentoring—not only influence the cost of the 
intervention but can also impact its effectiveness 
if they are not aligned with the mechanisms behind 
the training’s success. After reviewing the evidence 
on PI training and similar interventions, and speaking 
with several implementing organizations involved in 
entrepreneurship training, we identified key areas 
where additional evidence could help improve the 
cost-effectiveness of this and similar soft skills 
programs.

Methodology and Curriculum Design

An important aspect of successful implementation 
is a deep understanding of the curriculum principles 
and methodology behind the training. Delivering 
PI training effectively and fostering mindset shifts 
is a complex task that goes beyond simply sharing 
knowledge. It requires a methodology grounded in 
psychological principles, with careful attention to 
how these principles are applied. For example, as 
described in Glaub et al. (2014), during the program, 
participants engage in a hands-on exercise, the 
‘personal project,’ where they apply all facets of the 
PI methodology to advance their businesses, working 
in small groups with their peers. This process 
begins with defining a PI goal (like identifying a new 
business opportunity), followed by reflecting on 
where and how to gather valuable information (like 
where to gather the resources they need); then 
participants formulate an action plan and consider 
how to incorporate feedback and monitoring during 
its implementation. 

This approach, which promotes the immediate 
application of concepts to a real project, aims to 
enhance learning and increase the likelihood of 
integrating the training’s content into their business 
practices. Additionally, feedback, both positive and 
negative, seems to play a crucial role in improving 
actions and guiding individuals toward their goals. 
Throughout the process, trainers and peers provide 
feedback aimed at enhancing performance and 
learning from mistakes.  

A better understanding of the level of interactions 
with trainers (and peers) required for the 
methodology to be effective might allow for more 
scalable versions of the training that might require 
less dedicated trainer attention, lowering the cost of 
reaching more people.

Optimizing Business Training by Targeting 
the Right Participants

Ubfal (2024)5 highlights that business training’s 
effectiveness highly depends on the target 
population’s characteristics, with varying impacts 
across different groups. PI Training has been 
promising for micro and small enterprises, showing 
positive results for both men and women (Campos 
et.al (2017), Alibhai et al. (2019); however, the long-
term follow-up study in Togo shows that while the 
two-year outcomes were similar for both, the effects 
for male entrepreneurs were stronger after seven 
years, while the effects on female participants were 
smaller and no longer significant. (Campos et.al 
(2024)). 

Credits © Justin Loiseau / J-PAL, IPA

https://journals.aom.org/doi/10.5465/amle.2013.0234
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/099546304022426807/pdf/IDU17db26e461485d14f2e187e91bbfa867e0f87.pdf
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/865931506094667006/pdf/119938-REVISED-Teaching-personal-initiative-beats-traditional-training-in-boosting-small-business-in-West-Africa-Working-Paper.pdf
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/865931506094667006/pdf/119938-REVISED-Teaching-personal-initiative-beats-traditional-training-in-boosting-small-business-in-West-Africa-Working-Paper.pdf
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/247671560784088055/pdf/Full-Esteem-Ahead-Mindset-Oriented-Business-Training-in-Ethiopia.pdf?_gl=1*23tbpr*_gcl_au*MTQ4Njk4NDA3Ni4xNzI0ODcyNjgw
https://documents.worldbank.org/en/publication/documents-reports/documentdetail/099432110012435711/idu1738abbbc1f83d14a1e19bd718610cf96c99e
https://documents.worldbank.org/en/publication/documents-reports/documentdetail/099432110012435711/idu1738abbbc1f83d14a1e19bd718610cf96c99e
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There is still some room for learning about how to 
identify participants who will benefit most from 
training. This could involve targeting based on 
observable characteristics like age, gender, and firm 
size. For example, the BRAC team conducts surveys 
in selected areas and utilizes existing networks to 
identify potential learners. Another approach is 
to account for unobservable characteristics that 
may influence participation and outcomes. This 
can be done through self-selection strategies, 
such as advertising training programs online—like 
CREA’s approach in Mexico Davies et al. (2023)—
or by choosing how much of the cost to charge 
participants, which could affect who signs up for 
and attends the training, as discussed in Maffioli 
et.al (2020).  

A promising area of research can be found in Bryan 
et al. (2024), which uses machine learning to identify 
the psychometric variables6 most predictive of 
performance (high vs low-performing participants). 
While the study focuses on credit allocation rather 
than training, its insights are still relevant, highlighting 
the potential of leveraging individual characteristics 
and machine learning tools to improve participant 
targeting in training programs in future research. 

Aligning PI Training with Entrepreneurial 
Needs and Addressing Binding Constraints
As noted by Fischer and Karlan (2015), a key 
consideration for targeting is that businesses 
face a variety of obstacles, and it is often difficult 
to determine which of these can be effectively 
addressed through training. This suggests that 
different entrepreneurs may benefit from different 
types of training programs, each tailored to address 
specific challenges. For instance, in South Africa, 
Anderson et al. (2016) show that both marketing 
and accounting training programs improved firm 
performance relative to businesses that did not 
receive any training, but trainees used different 
pathways to increase profits. Less seasoned 
entrepreneurs tended to do better when they 
received marketing training, as it encouraged them 
to look beyond their existing business context and 
develop new perspectives on products, customers, 
distributors, and suppliers. More established firms, 
on the other hand, benefited more from finance 
and accounting skills to reduce costs and increase 
efficiencies in their business. These findings suggest 
that Traditional Business Training may be particularly 
valuable for entrepreneurs facing constraints not 
addressed by PI training. 

A combination of PI training and more traditional 
content may therefore be appropriate in some 
cases, depending on the entrepreneur’s stage and 
specific needs. The current evidence is mixed. For 
instance, Ubfal et al. (2019) found that 40 hours of 
intensive PI training in Jamaica improved short-
term business outcomes, particularly for men. 
However, a combined approach—20 hours each 
of PI and Traditional Business Training—showed 
no significant effects. The authors suggest that 
introducing too many concepts may dilute the 
impact of PI training. In contrast, preliminary findings 
from a study in Mozambique (working paper 
not yet available) suggest that pairing PI training 
with agricultural extension services can improve 
program effectiveness by promoting both improved 
practices and an entrepreneurial mindset. Finally, 
while PI training has been shown to improve many 
business practices (Campos et.al 2017, Ubfal et.al 
2019), it is also possible that there may be specific 
practices that it is less effective in addressing. A 
better understanding of the potential synergies—or 
lack thereof—between PI training and Traditional 
Business Training might allow policymakers and 
practitioners to design a curriculum that maximizes 
impact across different types of entrepreneurs.

Similarly, gaining a deeper understanding of the 
mechanisms that drive the effectiveness of PI 
training—and how they align with the specific needs 
of entrepreneurs—can help identify the types 
of entrepreneurs and contexts where it has the 
greatest impact. This understanding can also shed 
light on which complementary interventions might 
create more favorable conditions for PI training’s 
success. For example, Campos et al. (2024) suggest 
that the sustained long-term impacts for men are 
driven by increased capital and greater confidence 
in managing their businesses. Men were also more 
likely to access credit when needed, further fueling 
business growth. In contrast, similar patterns were 
not observed among women, pointing to persistent 
barriers. These gender differences highlight the 
potential value of targeted support for women, 
such as improved access to capital or entry into 
higher-return sectors. Similarly, this could also mean 
that PI training might be more effective in contexts 
in which entrepreneurs are able to find sources of 
financing, or if it’s complemented by cash grants or 
loans as a complementary intervention. 

https://www.google.com/url?q=https://www.brac.net/program/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/Promise-toolkit.pdf&sa=D&source=docs&ust=1750104513191556&usg=AOvVaw2OExD1qMQ-cGhKU5iOddXw
https://documents.worldbank.org/en/publication/documents-reports/documentdetail/099553009262338447/idu0c11dae2102d74046a008e9a0b46f0e4bd0e5
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/687501600969435877/pdf/Estimating-the-Demand-for-Business-Training-Evidence-from-Jamaica.pdf
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/687501600969435877/pdf/Estimating-the-Demand-for-Business-Training-Evidence-from-Jamaica.pdf
https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257/aer.20220616
https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257/aer.20220616
https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257/aer.p20151078
https://pubsonline.informs.org/doi/pdf/10.1287/mnsc.2017.2920
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0305750X21004022
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/655441637126744572/pdf/Empowering-Women-Farmers-Evidence-from-a-Randomized-Control-Trial-in-Mozambique.pdf
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/865931506094667006/pdf/119938-REVISED-Teaching-personal-initiative-beats-traditional-training-in-boosting-small-business-in-West-Africa-Working-Paper.pdf
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/865931506094667006/pdf/119938-REVISED-Teaching-personal-initiative-beats-traditional-training-in-boosting-small-business-in-West-Africa-Working-Paper.pdf
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=5134000
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Finding the Right Training Length to 
Maximize Effectiveness

Finding the right balance in the duration of 
the training could be important for the cost-
effectiveness of the intervention; longer training 
programs will be more costly and might risk 
increasing participant dropout, whereas making the 
program too short might fail to have the intended 
effect on the desired psychological outcomes. 
For instance, as noted above,  Ubfal et al. (2019) 
found that intensive PI training was more effective 
than a split approach combining PI and Traditional 
Business Training. While researchers hypothesized 
that Traditional Business Training potentially diluted 
the impact of PI training by introducing too many 
concepts, it could also be that the training “dosage” 
was insufficient to affect psychological outcomes 
through the soft skills component. On the other 
hand, extending the training could imply greater 
time demands on entrepreneurs, with potential 
implications for both costs and dropout rates

Reinforcement Through Follow-Ups and 
Engagement Strategies

One of the most effective implementations of PI 
training took place in Togo, where trainers delivered 
36 hours of training over four weeks and conducted 
3-hour follow-up visits to participants’ businesses 
for four months after the training. Ubfal et al. 
(2019) suggest that these follow-ups may explain 
why Togo’s PI program had long-lasting effects, 
in contrast to the shorter-term results seen in 
Jamaica. These visits were designed to reinforce key 
concepts from the training and support participants 
in developing, reflecting on, and refining action 
plans to help them achieve their business goals. This 
approach helps translate training into real-world 
actions that might include some good business 
practices, even if those practices were not explicitly 
covered in the course. This raises an important 

question about whether follow-up visits should be 
considered part of the core training methodology, 
despite their cost. 

However, it is also possible that the close interaction 
with trainers during these visits affected outcomes 
through other channels, like potentially providing 
additional business knowledge, either from the 
trainers’ entrepreneurial experience or exposure to 
best practices from other businesses. These visits 
may also serve as a behavioral nudge or introduce 
a sense of accountability, encouraging participants 
to follow through on their action plans and apply 
what they learned. For example, in India (Field et 
al. (2016)), women who attended business training 
alongside a friend showed increased loan demand, 
business activity, and household income. The 
researchers suggest that peer effects may work by 
raising participants’ ambition or holding them more 
accountable to their goals—particularly in programs 
that emphasize personalized planning and goal-
setting over purely informational content.

A better understanding of why these reinforcement 
activities matter might help implementers consider 
alternative engagement strategies of varying 
intensity employed by other training organizations, 
such as peer mentoring, role models, or engagement 
through social media or SMS. For example, some 
forms of mentorship may be more cost-effective 
than in-person follow-up visits—such as video 
or message-based mentoring or role models. An 
example is found in Uganda (Riley (2024)), where 
students who watched a film featuring a female role 
model performed better on exams, and girls were 
more likely to stay in school—showing that even 
indirect exposure can influence outcomes.

Still, more evidence is needed on whether following 
up with participants or other forms of personalized 
interaction are required for the training to have a 
sustained effect. 

Credits © Wazzkii/Shutterstock

https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3374406
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3374406
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3374406
https://pubs.aeaweb.org/doi/pdfplus/10.1257/pol.20140215
https://pubs.aeaweb.org/doi/pdfplus/10.1257/pol.20140215
https://direct.mit.edu/rest/article-abstract/106/2/334/109267/Role-Models-in-Movies-The-Impact-of-Queen-of-Katwe?redirectedFrom=fulltext
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Identifying Effective Trainers

In most studied instances of  PI training, the curriculum 
developers7 used a train-the-trainer model to train 
local trainers, relying on established local partners for 
logistical support.  Important questions remain about 
how to identify the most effective trainers. Research 
from Ethiopia (Alibhai et al. 2019) highlights the potential 
influence of trainers on program outcomes.  In one 
of the study’s two evaluations, no significant results 
were observed, which researchers attributed to 
implementation challenges and emphasized the trainers’ 
pivotal role. The study found that trainers with prior 
entrepreneurial experience were positively associated 
with better psychological outcomes for students, while 
no such link was found with trainers’ years of education 
or cognitive ability. The authors suggest that a shared 
identity between trainer and trainee is key to effectively 
teaching psychological skills. 

This idea is supported by other studies emphasizing 
the importance of identity and relatability in behavior 
change. For example, while focused on mentoring rather 
than soft skills training, a study in Uganda (Germann et al. 
2024) found that female entrepreneurs paired with female 
mentors achieved greater business success. Similarly, a 
study with farmers in Malawi (BenYishay and Mobarak 
2014) found that the social identity of the communicator 
significantly affects learning and adoption. Farmers were 
more persuaded by communicators who shared similar 
agricultural conditions and constraints, suggesting that 
perceived similarity enhances credibility. 

A better understanding of the key characteristics of 
effective trainers could help implementers select the 
right candidates. For instance, in Togo, trainers were 
chosen based on their backgrounds in entrepreneurship, 
business coaching, and motivational skills. Yet, even 
with clear criteria, finding enough qualified trainers, 
especially in specific contexts like rural areas, can remain 
a challenge. 

Given the importance of trainer quality, exploring 
alternatives that rely less on a large pool of highly skilled 
trainers, such as online courses or video-based training, 
might offer a viable solution. Additional options may 
include providing highly detailed trainer guides and 
incorporating AI-based platforms to offer personalized 
support to trainers or directly giving feedback to trainees. 
These approaches can help maintain quality while 
reducing reliance on a large pool of highly skilled trainers. 

Credits ©J-PAL, IPA

https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/247671560784088055/pdf/Full-Esteem-Ahead-Mindset-Oriented-Business-Training-in-Ethiopia.pdf?_gl=1*23tbpr*_gcl_au*MTQ4Njk4NDA3Ni4xNzI0ODcyNjgw
https://pubsonline.informs.org/doi/10.1287/mksc.2023.0108
https://pubsonline.informs.org/doi/10.1287/mksc.2023.0108
https://www.nber.org/system/files/working_papers/w20139/w20139.pdf
https://www.nber.org/system/files/working_papers/w20139/w20139.pdf
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IV. Scaling Considerations:
         Key Factors Identified

Even once we have a clearer understanding of what 
constitutes effective design and implementation 
of the intervention, additional factors may need 
consideration when scaling. These include ensuring 
the intervention’s effectiveness as it becomes 
more challenging to find high-quality trainers and 
identifying implementing partners equipped to 
sustainably deliver the training at scale.

Maintaining Effectiveness at Scale
Trainer Quality: High-quality trainers are essential 
for the success of PI training programs, especially 
when scaling interventions. Identifying good 
trainers requires clear recruitment strategies, 
such as targeting specific profiles or using filtering 
mechanisms like post-training assessments. 
Organizations must define trainer profiles, offer 
competitive compensation, and build capacity 
to train new trainers, potentially through master 
trainers. 

A major challenge is the need for a large pool 
of qualified trainers and organizations to hire 
them. Ensuring quality is especially difficult 
when training is outsourced, such as through 
government procurement. Governments should 
establish minimum standards for training providers, 
such as requiring certified trainers, as seen in 
the International Labor Organization (ILO)  and 
International Finance Corporation (IFC)  programs. 

Even though the ILO  Start and Improve Your 
Business (SIYB) program is more focused on 
technical rather than soft skills, its certification 
process could be a good example to maintain trainer 
quality across different types of training programs. 
Its trainer certification process involves selecting 
candidates based on experience in business 
development, adult education, or entrepreneurship. 
Partner organizations typically identify candidates, 
but independent trainers can also apply. Candidates 
attend a Training of Trainers (ToT) workshop to earn 
a Trainer Certificate of Competence, allowing them 
to train independently. To remain certified, trainers 
must conduct at least one Training of Entrepreneurs 
cycle every three years. Master Trainers undergo 
additional training to certify new trainers. While 
Certified Trainers focus on training entrepreneurs, 

Master Trainers lead ToT programs, assess trainer 
performance, and ensure quality control. They also 
contribute to training material development and 
program marketing. 

The ILO has a public database of certified trainers 
for their Start and Improve Your Business (SIYB) 
and GET Ahead for Women in Enterprise programs, 
accessible to different implementing organizations 
to hire qualified individuals.

However, even with these measures, it might be hard 
to identify many harder-to-observe characteristics 
that could make a trainer more effective, like their 
ability to provide helpful feedback or motivate 
participants. 

Finally, another option to retain a certain level of 
quality at scale could be developing a more easy-to-
replicate or standardized and shorter version of the 
training program. This could help local organizations 
more easily replicate and deliver the program. 
However, ensuring proper implementation and 
adapting the program to maintain its impact would 
remain a critical challenge.

Digitalization of the Training: One way to reduce 
dependency on finding high-quality trainers is to 
develop an asynchronous version of the intervention 
using pre-recorded lessons from top-tier trainers. 
However, as discussed in the previous section 
about the methodology, it is important to assess 
how much the effectiveness of the training relies 
on interactions—both between participants and 
trainers, and among participants themselves—to 
enable more scalable training versions that demand 
less dedicated trainer attention; whether for 
providing feedback to participants or encouraging 
them to apply the lessons from the training. This, in 
turn, could reduce the cost of reaching more people. 

Alternatively, other methods could be developed 
to substitute for direct interactivity, such as 
training chatbots to provide feedback or leveraging 
WhatsApp groups to promote interaction, as seen in 
Asiedu et al. 2023. Similarly, interactions with others 
may offer additional benefits—such as the transfer 
of effective business practices—which could also be 
reinforced through complementary strategies like 

https://www.itcilo.org/resources/ilo-entrepreneurship-trainers-database
https://pedl.cepr.org/publications/female-entrepreneurship-and-professional-networks
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SMS reminders that reiterate key course concepts 
and encourage participants to apply them in their  
businesses.

Additionally, it is important to take into 
consideration ways to increase engagement with 
asynchronous training programs, since they tend to 
have low completion rates.8 For instance, in Ethiopia 
(Cassidy et al., 2024), a smartphone app delivering 
slightly more advanced content than traditional in-
person training saw an encouraging initial uptake of 
75 percent. However, only 22 percent of participants 
completed the full curriculum, compared to a 71 
percent completion rate for the in-person version. 
These low completion rates highlight the challenges 
of digital delivery. The same study also underscores 
the critical role of in-person information sessions for 
initial take-up, teaching participants to download, 
log in, and use the app; without these sessions, they 
had found that initial take-up was close to zero. 
Understanding these barriers—whether they relate to 
motivation, digital literacy, or competing demands—
can inform more cost-effective strategies to improve 
retention without compromising impact.

Digital delivery of PI training has the potential 
to increase reach, reduce costs, and offer more 
consistent quality. However, its cost and participant 
engagement might vary with context and the 
delivery format.  For example, in Mexico and 
Guatemala (Davies et al. 2023), an asynchronous 
version of PI and Traditional Business Training—
delivered through pre-recorded modules—achieved 
very low engagement, with only 11 percent of 
firms completing at least one module. In contrast, 
the same study’s live Zoom sessions had similar 
completion rates to in-person programs and helped 
reach harder-to-access participants. However, 
because sessions were delivered live, they still 
relied heavily on trainer time and did not result 
in significant cost savings. Meanwhile, in Ethiopia 
(Cassidy et al., 2024), app-based training delivered 
asynchronously cost USD 278 per participant 
(54 percent of the in-person cost), but had low 
completion rates—22 percent compared to 71 
percent for in-person training, despite similar initial 
take-up. These findings suggest that while digital 
delivery can be more scalable and cost-effective, 
participant engagement remains a critical challenge, 
particularly for asynchronous formats.

Credits © Riccardo Mayer / Shutterstock

https://www.google.com/url?q=https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/server/api/core/bitstreams/b35b44a0-0165-4a60-bbaf-63fecf344ad7/content&sa=D&source=docs&ust=1750108579298874&usg=AOvVaw3NQWPKlLvg0IPuoKBRbVKH
https://documents.worldbank.org/en/publication/documents-reports/documentdetail/099553009262338447/idu0c11dae2102d74046a008e9a0b46f0e4bd0e5
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/server/api/core/bitstreams/b35b44a0-0165-4a60-bbaf-63fecf344ad7/content


10
Entrepreneurship and Private 

Sector Development June 2025Policy Brief

Identifying Implementation Partners with the 
Right Capabilities 
Trainer Availability: Finding and retaining quality 
trainers could be a major challenge for scaling training 
programs. Organizations must have the ability to 
identify, hire, and train suitable candidates. The train-
the-trainer model can help to ensure the quality 
of the trainers by ensuring that all trainers receive 
standardized training on the core content and effective 
delivery methods. However, one challenge with this 
model is that local implementing organizations may 
not be able to retain newly trained trainers, losing 
the capacity to deliver future interventions if, for 
example, they only get funding to do one-off training 
for a project. Some organizations, like Community 
Media Trust in South Africa, have built internal capacity 
by employing in-house trainers and partnering with 
experts on PI training to train master trainers. 

Similarly, if training were to be offered through 
Technical and Vocational Education and Training 
(TVET) institutions or schools, it could make it easier 
to retain trainers and ensure a steady influx of new 
students every year. An example of this approach is 
the Student Training for Entrepreneurial Promotion 
(STEP) training program, which focuses on fostering 
an entrepreneurial mindset among students and 
individuals who have yet to start a business,  as 
described in Frese et.al. 2016.

Another approach is to develop a market of qualified 
trainers that organizations can hire as needed. The 
Ministry of Labor in Peru, for example, hires local 
organizations to deliver the Start and Improve Your 
Business (SIYB) training from the ILO by requiring 
certified trainers on staff (ILO, 2021). However, achieving 
a critical mass of certified trainers in a given area could 
be challenging, affecting competition in government 
procurement processes.  

Sustainability of Funding: The availability of 
sustainable sources of funding for entrepreneurship 
training more generally might determine whether 
there will be specialized organizations that are 
able to continuously offer training programs, as 
opposed to doing one-off interventions as part of a 
particular project. For example, in a country where the 
government gives entrepreneurs vouchers for training 
programs, it might make sense for a training provider 
to have qualified trainers on staff who can offer that 
training. On the other hand, in the cases where training 
interventions are funded by World Bank programs with 
a limited time frame, those qualified trainers might 
move on to other projects or lines of work after the 
training. 

It might be hard to find implementing organizations 
for training programs that require qualified and 
experienced trainers if there is no market to sustain 
them (either from donor/government funding or 
from entrepreneur demand). Alternatively, schools or 
TVET institutions, with more permanent staff and a 
continuous flow of new students, might find it easier to 
retain this capacity, though the program would need to 
be adapted to that particular type of student.

Exploring alternative funding models—including 
private sector contributions, philanthropic support, or 
entrepreneurs directly financing their participation—
could further enhance the sustainability and reach of 
these training initiatives.

Technical Expertise: PI and overall soft skills training 
programs seem more challenging to deliver than 
Traditional Business Training due to the specialized 
curriculum and the need for trainers with specific skills. 
Successful implementation often requires not only 
local organizations but also international expertise to 
adapt the curriculum and train local trainers, as seen in 
World Bank pilot programs of PI Training in Togo and 
Mozambique. 

To expand the impact of these programs, international 
organizations could partner with local implementers 
to build long-term capacity, reducing the need for 
ongoing external support. Alternatively, international 
organizations might expand their operations to 
directly implement training, though this would require 
developing new delivery mechanisms and capabilities. 
Additionally, the success of PI training may inspire 
other organizations with similar expertise to create and 
scale their own soft skills training programs based on 
psychological principles.

Credits © J-PAL, IPA

https://www.google.com/url?q=https://www.doorways-training.org/step-training-for-young-women-in-south-africa&sa=D&source=docs&ust=1750108848720238&usg=AOvVaw1wLa7_6UuTh7GWdjXkSYmz
https://www.google.com/url?q=https://www.doorways-training.org/step-training-for-young-women-in-south-africa&sa=D&source=docs&ust=1750108848720238&usg=AOvVaw1wLa7_6UuTh7GWdjXkSYmz
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2016-29172-009
https://www.ilo.org/sites/default/files/wcmsp5/groups/public/@ed_emp/@emp_ent/@ifp_seed/documents/publication/wcms_777202.pdf
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V. What’s Next: The Path Forward
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To effectively explore the potential of PI training, there’s a pressing need to produce more evidence that addresses 
the existing gaps and to establish a clear model to scale up the training. Answering the remaining questions will 
allow a more effective future implementation of the program.

The development, piloting, and rigorous evaluation of more scalable versions of PI training could facilitate the 
replication of the promising effects observed in earlier studies at a larger scale. As the path to scale followed 
by Teaching at the Right Level (TaRL) demonstrates, it can take many attempts to identify and address potential 
problems and find the model or models that are more likely to work when implemented by different types of 
organizations (Banerjee et.al. 2016).

As part of the Best Bets initiative, IPA will continue fostering collaborations between researchers and implementing 
organizations to identify scalable versions of the training. This effort will also focus on addressing key questions to 
ensure the training remains impactful as it scales.

1 The inaction-action gap, also commonly referred to as the intention-
action gap or value-action gap, is the discrepancy between what 
people intend to do (or say they value) and what they actually do.
 2 A seven-year follow-up of the Togo study found lasting PI training 
effects, with profits increasing by USD 91 per month—exceeding the 
two-year impact.
3 PI Training website
4 We reviewed key studies on Personal Initiative (PI) training, including 
those conducted in Uganda (Glaub et al., 2014), Jamaica (Ubfal et al., 
2019), Ethiopia (Alibhai et al., 2019), Togo (Campos et al., 2017), and 
Mexico (Davies et al., 2023).  Additionally, we consulted materials 
and insights from organizations with experience in delivering training 
to entrepreneurs (e.g., Doorways,  Technoserve, SEE Change, ILO) 
to better understand the challenges of implementing soft skills and 
broader training programs.
5 In his literature review, Ubfal emphasizes the importance of precise 
targeting for different interventions. For instance, he references 
Bardasi et al. (2021), who observed that business training in Tanzania 
had stronger effects on more experienced women entrepreneurs, 
indicating that experience could be a valuable criterion for targeting.

6 Psycometric variables refer to measurable psychological traits—
such as personality characteristics, attitudes, motivations, cognitive 
abilities, or mind-sets that can be captured with standardized 
questionnaires or tests. 
7 Doorways and Move are nonprofit organizations spin off from 
Leuphana University with the mission of scaling the implementation 
of training programs and making them accessible to a broader 
range of partners. These organizations are typically responsible for 
adapting the PI curricula to diverse global contexts and implementing 
the train-the-trainer model.
8 Experience with asynchronous learning on MOOC platforms like 
Coursera reveals extremely high drop-out rates, around 90 percent, in 
developed countries (Rivard, 2013).

https://www.nber.org/papers/w22746
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=5134000
https://www.google.com/url?q=https://pi-training.org/&sa=D&source=docs&ust=1750193669579408&usg=AOvVaw05bOiu2Bqg85ggQmZ7rQ6T

