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Study context

• The setting for both studies was an early-stage venture incubator in South Africa 
• founded to help promising entrepreneurs from Soweto and surrounding areas near 

Johannesburg develop high-growth businesses
• serves socially and educationally disadvantaged entrepreneurs from low-income backgrounds
• receives funding from a combination of government grants, equity providers, and donors 

supporting job creation and economic development in South Africa
• most applicants were attracted to the incubator because of the opportunity to learn the 

knowledge and skills necessary to grow and develop their businesses



Study 1: Baseline Effect of Incubation

• Matched case-control design 
• Evaluated effects of incubation on those that completed the full program compared to also-

selected businesses that were not incubated 
• Used data from applicants to the incubator, collected anonymously end-to-end using mobile-phone 

surveys with no individual identifying information collected about respondents. 
• Surveys asked applicants about their business performance over time, both at the time of 

applying (T0) and six months after applying (T1)
• This method prevented the data from being individually identifiable to ensure accurate 

responses and confidentiality
• Mobile-phone surveys are recommended for hard-to-access populations (Firchow and Mac 

Ginty 2017, Vicente et al. 2018) and combine potentially higher response rates than using 
alternative landline methods



Study 1 Results



Study 2: Effect of Mentor Ability

• Random assignment to mentors within a cohort

• Evaluated whether being paired with high-ability (versus low-ability) mentor in the incubator 
resulted in higher business revenue and profitability for entrepreneurs who participated in the 
incubator

• Data from seven cohorts of participants paired with expert mentors
• Mentors varied in their track records and ability, observed from their work with prior 

participants. 

• Design used instrumental variable models to identify the causal effects of mentors’ expertise 
on participants’ business performance after incubation. These models provided estimates of 
the impact of mentoring on participants’ score improvements on tests of managerial 
knowledge and subsequent business performance.



Study 2 Results



Study 2 
Moderating Effect 
of Entrepreneurs’ 
Pre-Entry 
Knowledge



Results Summary

• Study 1: Incubated businesses grew 22% more in revenue and 15% more in employment 
than not incubated ones over the six months between applying to and graduating from 
the incubator. 

• Study 2: Incubator participants assigned to high-ability (versus low-ability) mentors had 
3.2% higher revenue and 3.5% higher profits one year after incubation. Further, the 
benefits of being mentored were more significant for businesses whose entrepreneurs 
had less pre-entry knowledge and experience, suggesting that mentoring supplemented 
gaps in human capital.



Lessons

Be willing to commit to a long 
horizon for a partnership

Need to build trust
Need to adapt – started with a 
“pilot”, provide pro-bono consulting

Collect as much data as possible, even data you don’t think 
you will need (e.g., geolocations and coordinates)

Understand what elements can be randomized and what 
cannot 

Be creative in how you collect data – some populations are 
hard to reach, difficult to observe (e.g., mobile-phone surveys)


